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Introduction 


The author of around sixty novels, Kanhu Charan Mohanty 
(1906-94) stands second to none in the history of Oriya fiction in 
terms of sheer productivity. He is also largely responsible for having 
created a readership for the modern novel in Orissa. But critical 
acclaim may have eluded him precisely for that very reason. 
Quantity has occluded a consideration of his quality and merit. 
And if anything, his popularity has served to confirm his low brow 
status. As if this were not enough, he has had the misfortune of 
being eclipsed by his more illustrious younger brother Gopinath 
Mohanty, regarded as the greater writer. It is important then to 
rescue Kanhucharan, to use the household name by which he is 
known amongst Oriya readers, from the critical limbo to which 
he has been consigned by prejudices that have passed for criticism. 
The English translation of the novel Jhanja (1949), undertaken by 
the National Book Trust is, in this sense, a timely, necessary and 
welcome first step towards a reassessment of the corpus of this 
prodigious Oriya novelist. This introduction will attempt to outline 
such a reappraisal. 

Kanhucharan has not fared well in translation. T'here exists a 
Telugu translation of Sasti (1946), a celebrated Kanhucharan classic, 
done by Jayashree Mohanraj. Apart from this, there is nothing of 
Kanhucharan that is available in any translation, not to speak of 
English translation. Jhanja is the first novel of Kanhucharan to be 
published in English translation. So this would effectively make 
Jhanja the first genuinely translated novel of Kanhucharan with a 
nationally visibility. T his is a pity since classics like Ha Anna (1933), 
Sasti, Adekha Hata (1943), Kaa (1955), and Bajrabaku (1959), all 
authored by Kanhucharan, remain inaccessible to a national 


readership. Maybe the publication of the English translation of 
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Jhanja will pave the way for such a project by creating a much 
needed taste for the brilliant socio-psychological narratives in the 
spinning of which Kanhucharan was a past master. 


Not a Simple Ruralist 
Kanhucharan is known for his authentic portrayal of life in Orissa’s 
villages. His novels tell stories of scarcity, want and suffering within 
a fragile economy, but in a proliferative language which bears the 
authentic stamp of the village ecology and culture. A feeling has 
persisted among the readers and critics that he is a simple-minded 
and sentimental ruralist. Nothing is farther from the truth. Critics 
have often inferred from the straightforward titles of his early 
novels such as Ha Anna (A Fistful of Rice, Please) and Sasti 
(Punishment) that his plots are simplistic tear-jerkers. Of Ha Anna 
one critic has observed that the novel offers a pathetic parade of 
human skeletons yelling for a fistful of rice. Set in the time of the 
great Orissa famine of 1866, the novel does, of course, give us 
more than a fair share of the picture of hunger and human 
destitution. But the weaving into the novel of satirical and ironic 
narrative jibes at the colonial and sub-colonial machineries of 
exploitation in the tradition of Phakirmohan Senapati, the 
inaugurator of “analytical realism” in Oriya fiction, suggests a strong 
ideational aspect that most readers tend to ignore. Here is a passage 
from the novel that may seem not to accord with the prevalent 
image of it as a tear-jerker. 
There is something more. Many of the people who took 
possession of the auctioned land in Orissa are either Bengalis 
working for the companies engaged in Fort William or their 
near and dear ones. So one can easily imagine why the 
petitions of the Oriya petitioners were suppressed, who did it 
and to what end. For some the sword may be the means of 
subjugating a land and spreading their dominion over it, but 
the Bengali clerk achieved dominion over the Odia land by 
the stroke of his pen. The Bengalis turned out to be the lords 
and masters of Odisha. The Bengali clerks built a castle on 
the foundations laid by Chaitanya three hundred years ago. 
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The Odias got pushed to the roadside, (p. 58) (Translation 


mine) 


The passage clearly suggests that the novelist is not being a 
fatalist in his depiction of the suffering of the Oriya people. He is 
interested in a historical framing of the Oriya misery which is 
exacerbated by the Orissa famine. The novel’s microscopic 
examination—a favoured method of Kanhucharan—of the changes 
wrought in a caste-ridden society under the onslaught of the famine 
reveals the fault lines and fissures of a society governed by a rigid 
and deterministic code of morality. It is true that the morality 
remains in force with the novel shifting its focus in the end on to 
an idealistic gesture of transcendence or transformation or 
sublimation through a self-sacrificing love. But the novel is quite 
uncompromising in its portrayal of the real horror of the condition 
of man in extremis. The scene towards the end of the novel where 
a ravenously starved man feeds on the flesh of a dead child right 
in front of his blood relative who is none other than the protagonist 
is straight out of a Gothic horror. It shows that the novelist is 
properly unafraid to reveal human nature in its horrendously sick 
aspects. 

In his next novel, Sasti, Kanhucharan uses the famine as a 
backdrop against which to show the battered Oriya society’s bid 
for recovery being thwarted by the endemic caste laws of the Hindu 
society. Has the catastrophe of the famine taught the Oriya society 
any lessons? Can the society leave the divisive caste barriers behind 
to create an egalitarian world, especially in the context of the 
fragmentation it has just experienced, of the pauperization it has 
recently witnessed? Can the “love laws”, to use that beautifully 
telling phrase from Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things (1997), 
be remade to allow for the spontaneous expression of the language 
of the heart? The answers to these questions would appear to be in 
the negative, going by the sasti, the punishment, meted out by the 
pitiless village society to the protagonist, Sane, for having lost his 
caste by eating at a food relief centre. 

This loss of caste, it would appear, also stands in the way of 
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his relationship with Dhobi, the windowed daughter of a wealthy 
village elder. They share a mutual passion which will permanently 
remain unfulfilled. This is a stricter form of sasti not only for him, 
but also for her. The novel will, of course, undo itself if it went on 
to hack away at the caste laws and the love laws relentlessly. The 
novel is ideologically prohibited from carrying this out, ambiguous 
as it is towards the ideal of an equal society. The following reflection 
articulated in the voice of the heroine, the chosen vehicle of the 
novel’s ethical vision, makes this clear. 
Dhobi did not lack sincerity in associating with all kinds of 
people and paying everyone equal attention. She showed 
proper respect to the cattle and the Brahmins, devotion to 
the Gods and permitted people to occupy places assigned to 
them in the social order by caste and varna. In her opinion a 
stratified society presupposed the existence of high and low 
castes and the distinction between the king and the pauper. 
The ancient Hindu religion would lose its significance 
otherwise. If everyone will enjoy equality, if everyone will live 
a life of happiness, people will lose respect for the doctrine of 
karmaphala. And if people disrespect this valued doctrine, then 
there will be no distinction between rule and misrule, virtue 
and vice and sin and punya. People will break all rules. Society 
will collapse, (p. 103) (Translation mine) 


No wonder, an idealist solution emerges as the only option. 
Sanei does create a casteless and classless society under his own 
roof on the edge of the village, but he must hold himself aloof 
from Dhobi. And Dhobi must also repress her own desire for 
companionship with Sanei. And Dhobi’s father’s dubious method 
of punishing Sanei by first stripping him of his hard-earned 
livelihood and then bringing him into the fold, bestowing on him 
both his money and his daughter, must also be stalled by the simple 
expedient of making Sanei leave the village for an unknown 
destination. The most daring vision of social and political equality 
.ever attempted in Oriya fiction must thus be only a ruse to keep 
sexuality at a bay, to keep the repressive “love laws” jn place. 
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Kanhucharan was to attempt a more complex treatment of the 
theme of sexuality in his next major work Jhanja. 


Jhanja: Storming the Citadel of the City 
This happens in the first place because of a change in the fictional 
landscape: //hanja is set in the town. It is an urban novel, but not 
just in terms of its content. There were novels in Oriya before 
Jhanja depicting the rural to urban transition. Jhanja marks the 
beginning of a tradition of novel writing determined or structured 
by an urban consciousness. In this sense it fits the definition of a 
modern novel with a narrative shift of focus to an inner, subjective 
world where the goings on of the hard world of facts and politics 
undergo a thorough churning. A more crucial marker of its 
modernity is the gearing of its socio-psychological narrative 
towards a woman. It was much ahead of the times in which it was 
written by being a woman-centred narrative. Its giving of agency 
to the woman went hand in hand with its sharp and merciless 
exposure of the patriarchal Indian society which used socialism 
and philanthropy to cloak its desire for power over a woman's 
sexuality. And it did all this through an inward turning, an 
interiorization of the available language of social realism. I’ his made 
it an unusual novel in so far as it provided a way of bridging the 
outer and the inner worlds. The widening of the novel’s reach, 
thus created, was perhaps the reason for the novel's emotional 
appeal. Within ten years of its publication it was made into an 
immensely successful stage play by Janata Ranga Mancha, the 
celebrated theatre company of Orissa, and it ran for two months. 
But what is it about Jhanja that will make non-Oriya readers, 
especially the contemporary readers, feel that it repays attention? 
The question is best answered by raising the stakes for the novel 
higher, by saying, for instance, that it invites comparison with Tess 
of the d’Urbervilles (1897) by Thomas Hardy and Alfred Hitchcock’s 
film Vertigo (1959). It is about a woman caught between two men, 
one poor and the other rich, one soul and the other body. It is 
about the desire for sensual gratification getting the better of the 
determination to do social good, be it through religious precepts 
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or acts of public charity. This is the strand in the novel that can be 
sourced to Tess. The Vertigo strand is to be seen in the form of an 
inversion of the male desire for remaking the woman to make her 
fit the angel stereotype (homely Judy translated back into the exotic 
and haunted Madeline in Hitchcock's classic). In other words, the 
woman is reconstructed in the male fantasy as a glamourised sex 
object so as to serve as a conduit for a sexual aggression that cannot 
be channelized otherwise. These psychological strands have been 
played out within the framework of the Oriya society of the 
nineteen forties (with the Congress party leading a reform 
movement and with Orissa formed as a separate state on linguistic 
basis) in the novel. T he outcome is a compelling study in a thwarted 
impulse towards sexual liberation and the way in which it seeks to 
find sublimation through a compensatory gesture of public charity 
and social morality. To do that in novelistic terms in the nineteen 
forties was nothing short of revolutionary. 


Jhanja: Plot Outline 

A summary of the plot of Jhanja is in order for substantiating the 
thesis presented above. Khyanaprava, a woman of considerable 
physical charms, is wooed whilst a college student by two men, 
Tusharkanti and Dushmanta, who go to school with her. She 
accepts the love of the poor Tusharkanti and breaks the heart of 
the rich Dushmanta who decides to remain unmarried. Tusharkanti 
is struck by small pox and gets blinded just when he is on the 
threshold of a promising career as a Government servant and the 
family is reduced to a hand-to-mouth existence on the edge of the 
town. A few years pass. Tusharkanti ekes out a living by giving 
private tuition to a rich industrialist’s son. Khayanaprava, an 
educated and qualified woman, wants to work, but is dissuaded by 
her husband who would not have a woman as a breadwinner. It so 
happens that one rainy night while Tusharkanti was returning home 
in a rickshaw the glare of the headlights of a car coming from the 
opposite direction makes the momentarily blinded rickshaw-wallah 
drive his rickshaw into a roadside nullah, giving Tusharkanti a 
head bump. Dushmanta, the driver of the car, recognizes his long- 
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lost friend and takes him to the hospital. The novel actually opens 
at this point. 

Dushmanta waits until Tusharkanti recovers before coming 
out with his “indecent proposal”. His proposal, made with all 
sincerity, of course, is that his friend move with his family and 
lock, stock and barrel, to his huge house in the heart of Cuttack 
and help him run a charitable home for the destitute and the 
disabled in the premises of his own house. Khyanaprava dithers; 
she has a woman’ intuition about what lies beneath Dushmanta’s 
conscious mind. But the lure of an easy life, masked, of course, by 
his new-found zeal for philanthropy, makes Tusharkanti take the 
bait. And thus Khyanaprava is hurled headlong into the great whirl 
of social reform sweeping across the country under the influence 
of Gandhi and Nehru. 

Once inside the vortex, Khyanaprava encounters the other 
storm, the sexual one, raging through her own mind and the 
unreformed minds of the male reformers. She has a chilling 
realization that as a young woman she may have desires and needs 
that her husband is unable to fulfill. On the other hand, she is 
acutely aware of being perceived as a sex object. She proposes 
reform, but is propositioned in turn for sex, her friend's industrialist 
husband being brazen enough to offer to bed her in exchange of a 
donation of one lakh rupees to her charitable home. To the extent 
that she is publicly glorified for her service to the suffering 
humanity, she is commodified as a person. The climax of the novel 
is reached when she stares right into the heart of the abyss: her 
seeming benefactor Dushmanta’s heart, dripping with a clandestine 
passion for her and seeking a vicarious, almost sadistic, satisfaction 
of his desire in the absence of a natural outlet for this. This is 
when she decides to call it quits and returns to her village to join 
her father’s reform project. Dushmanta, too, gets a wakeup call, of 
a dubious kind, of course, and betakes himself to a tribal village to 
get involved with a genuine work of reform at a grassroots level 
away from the power centres in the cities and towns. 

The summary given above, it must be pointed out, is that of 
the novel’s main plot. But then the complications of the triangular 
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love in the main plot are replicated in its two clearly identifiable 
subplots. One is the love triangle involving a married woman and 
two men, one of them being the husband (Khayanaprava’s father 
Parasuram, his young second wife Parbati and the young 
homeopath and do-gooder Debraj alias Dhumaketu). Then there 
is the other love triangle involving one married man and two 
women, one of them being the wife (Khyanaprava, her friend 
Hemangini, the wife of the industrialist Abani and Dushmanta’s 
sister). The second subplot can be said to be further replicated in 
yet another subplot revolving around the triangular love 
complications of characters from the lower order. 


City, Woman and Reform 

But the plot summary does not do justice to this wonderful 
kaleidoscope of a novel that shifts among several characters and 
locations. Add to this the dramatization of the country-city theme 
in the novel and we have a socio-psychological narrative of 
considerable range and depth in Jhanja. Some of its gains can be 
outlined in broad strokes only. It is an urban novel which, 
paradoxically, advocates a movement back to the village in the very 
end. But the village is none other than the happy, organic, cohesive 
and integrative unit that middle class urban imagination has 
depicted it as. Ha Anna and Sasti had portrayed a different rural 
reality that, for all its negativity, was closer to the truth. The pastoral 
depiction is an urban construction. The real gain of the novel, 
however, is in the way in which it breaks through to a genuine 
insight into the contradictory nature of the urban social space, 
seeing it simultaneously as a place of commodification and 
perversion of desire and a site for reform and large-scale 
mobilization of the human capital for the amelioration of society. 
Abani, the self-seeking capitalist, and Gopal, the fire brand socialist, 
represent the two facets of the double-voiced urban reality. The 
introduction of an educated, self-aware and desiring woman like 
Khyanaprava into this urban setting further complicates the picture, 
adding to it the dimension of desire, play and pleasure and providing 
a kind of litmus test of the authenticity and genuineness of the 
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social and political projects. We have seen how Dushmanta’s social 
concern and Tusharkanti’s moral concern are only a cover for their 
self-centred desires. This is the most radical aspect of the novel, 
the aspect that calls up an affinity with complex works like Tess 
and Vertigo. 

The desire for the accommodation of the woman within an 
ideologically-conceived reform project may well be the conservative 
aspect of the novel. But such an accommodation precisely opens 
up the fissures in that project, showing the middle class’s 
entanglement in a sexual politics which undercuts its social and 
political commitment. Thus the novel ends up being an ideological 
project itself about gaining control of a womans sexuality by either 
making her into an ideal wife, or, where this is not possible, as in 
the present case, Tusharkanti being sexually impotent with his 
blindness acting as a powerful metaphor for this, by packing her 
off into a mythified rural setting where the social accommodates 
and contains the sexual. In the process of so doing the novel leaves 
unanswered all the questions about the city way of life that it had 
unleashed - commodification, pleasure, and desire, not to speak of 
a corrupt post-independence, citified Nehruvian India that was 
waiting in the wings to hijack and defeat the rural India that 
Gandhi had envisioned. 


Conclusion 

‘The Oriya novel has in recent years achieved high visibility in the 
national and international arena. This is thanks to the combined 
result of a sustained translating and interpreting campaign 
spearheaded by some fine translators and scholars at home and 
abroad. The publication of Gopinath Mohanty’s classic tale of tribal 
life, Paraja (1948), in English translation in 1988 started the canon- 
formation process. This was given a boost by Macmillan India’s 
English translation series in 1995 with the national publication of 
two more Oriya novels, Gopinath Mohanty’s Danapani (1955), 
translated as The Survivor, and Ganeswar Mishra’s Sakalara Muhan, 
translated as Face of the Morning. In 2003 another modern Oriya 
classic, Jantrarudha (1967) by Chandrasekhar Ratha, was published 
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by the Oxford University Press under the title Astride the Wheel. 
But 2005 marked the time when the translation was joined by a 
significant interpretive effort to showcase the Oriya novel’s 
distinctive strength internationally. This came with the University 
of California Press’s publication of the English translation of 
Phakirmohan Senapati's Chhamana Athaguntha (1902), the great 
Oriya classic of village India and the “foundational text of Indian 
literary realism”, under the title Six Acres and Third. The canon of 
criticism generated around it since has caused attention to focus 
on the immensely fertile analytical and discursive tradition of the 
Oriya novel. Kanhucharan’s fiction is an heir to that rich tradition 
as well as being a modern variant of it. /4anja is a fine illustration 
of this. I 


HIMANSU S. MOHAPATRA 
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IT was the evening hour of the full moon day of Do/a!. The round 
moon resembling a golden saucer had come up. The blue sky was 
brightening. The floating silvery clouds were looking bright. 

Kshanaprava stood gazing at the moon. The moon was playing 
hide and seek cheerfully with the floating clouds. She had lost her 
heart to the heavens. From the rear came Niharika on tiptoe. She 
was her sister-in-law, younger than her. She had a syringe full of 
coloured water in hand. She was looking for an opportunity since 
morning and growing desperate for not getting one. Her brother 
was present at home and her mother was vigilant. Kshanaprava, 
her sister-in-law was busy with household chores. Moreover, on 
seeing her flashing eyes, Niharika could not dare to spray coloured 
water on her. And now she had got the opportune moment. 

Niharika pressed the syringe. 

Laxmi could hear Kshanaprava’s agonized scream of protest. 
Sitting on her sickbed she was undergoing acute pain caused by 
asthma. She shouted at her daughter: ‘Such a grown-up girl, look 
at her intelligence, hey, does anybody spray coloured water on 
somebody at evening? You, shameless, ill-mannered girl, fie? 

Niharika stood like a wooden statue for sometime. Her 
enthusiasm faded. She felt guilty. She saw her Nua standing 
before her. Her white sari looked bright in the moonlight. Coloured 
water had flowed down her back. She had only one good sari. Why 
did she spoil it? 

A patch of silvery cloud floated over the newly risen moon. 
‘There was a thin black stripe in the middle of the cloud. 

Niharika’s face turned pale. 

Kshanaprava could realize her woe. Coming near her she held 
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Niharika’s hands and said with loving-kindness: You are looking 
so sad. I spoke something in jest. You may spray more coloured 
water on my body for today is the day for spraying coloured water. 
If you don't play with me who else will? 

The syringe fell off Nira’s hand on the floor. In tears, she 
said: ‘Nuau, I have committed an awful blunder. Please forgive 
me’. 

Kshanaprava said: ‘You have not committed any blunder. 
Today, on this auspicious day, I have given you trouble. I am guilty 
of violating your rights. Please don't mind. Nira, my good sister, 
come, today I'll teach you a new song. 

‘Won't you change your clothes’? 

‘No, I won't. Let the marks of coloured water, depicting your 
love, affection and joy stick to my body. Come, you will learn the 
new song. Nira, why do you look pale? Smile. Please smile for my 
sake. See how the moon is smiling. The cloud has disappeared. 
Please smile, or else...’ 

A beaming smile appeared on Niharika’s soft and red lips. 
Holding her sister-in-law’s hand she went in to learn the song. 

Laxmi heard everything. She didn’t speak. She directed her 
attention towards the front gate. It was the time when Tushar would 
come home and call her mother in a loud voice. 

It was the day following the full moon day of Dola. 

At evening, all of a sudden, untimely, pitch-dark cloud 
enveloped the sky. The wind blew hard. Lightning struck repeatedly 
followed by crashes of thunder. The moon would have risen after 
one ghadi® of darkness. Now pitch-dark clouds have covered the 
entire sky. The rains have started falling. 

Suddenly wind gusted into the low-roofed kitchen through 
the window. The weak thatch heaved. The light of the Kerosene- 
lamp went out. Rice was boiling on the hearth. Kshanaprava was 
chopping vegetables with a chopper. There were four brinjals, two 
green bananas, eight potatoes and four drumsticks. Today she would 
cook this much, rice, pulses and vegetable curry. There are four 
members in the family. Somehow they are managing themselves. 

As the light went out Kshanaprava closed the window and 
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lighted the lamp again. Closing the door from outside she went to 
the next room. A lantern was flickering there. Lying on bed her 
ailing mother-in-law was groaning. Niharika was sitting by her 
side. Mother-in-law has been suffering from fever since noon. Her 
stock of opium has now got exhausted. She takes a bit of opium of 
the size of a grain at evening. This opium suppresses her asthma. 
In the absence of opium she would cough and wheeze continuously 
throughout the night and groan with pain. 

Kshanaprava called: ‘Mother’! 

Laxmi replied: ‘Yes, my child”! 

‘Touching her mother-in-law’s feet with her hands Prava said: 
“You have an abnormally high temperature. What would you like 
to eat? Would you take little milk before going to sleep’? 

“Yes, I will. The wind is so cold. Has it started raining, my 
daughter’? 

“Yes. This is unseasonable rain. Soon it'll stop falling.’ 

‘At this late hour of night, how would my son, Tushar come 
home’? 

Kshanaprava became apprehensive about Tushar’s safety. She 
said: ‘It is not yet time for his return’. Then she called Nira. 

Rising from bed Niharika went to her. Prava advised her to 
go into the kitchen and simmer the flame of the hearth upon which 
rice was boiling in a pot. She said that she would follow her soon. 

Niharika left the room with a nod. 


2 


PRAVA closed the window as well as the door. She fetched an old 
shawl from the adjacent room and covered her mother-in-law’s 
body with it and then went into the kitchen. She saw Niharika 
chopping vegetables after removing foam-broth from the boiled 


rice. 
Placing the pot in which pulses were to boil on the hearth 
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Kshanaprava told Niharika: ‘Now you may go. Mother has slept. 
Work out the sums sitting beside your brother’s table. Come to 
me for consultation if you are not able to workout a sum.’ 

Outside the wind was blowing hard. The thatch of the house 
was heaving. It was raining heavily. Hailstones were thrashing the 
inner courtyard. Lightning was striking intermittently. The velocity 
of the rain was increasing from time to time. 

‘How will my brother come home?’ 

‘God will lead him here.’ 

“You mean God! He is extremely cruel.’ 

‘Fie? 

“Why do you react like this? Why did He make us suffer? 
What did He gain by taking away my brother's eyesight? Why did 
He take away my father? Why did He make my mother sick?’ 

‘Nira, you have left two more questions: Ask Him why she 
made you a girl and why He made me your sister-in-law. Only 
after my arrival the cloud of sorrow has enveloped your house. 
Nira, you can ask these questions if this God ever appears before 
you. But He will never come, never will He see our suffering, never 
will He answer our questions. That is why people speak of Fate. 
Fate and God are one and the same. We will fight against our 
misery without caring for the consequences. Nira, now you go and 
work out only five sums.’ 

‘Hullo Nuau? 

‘Yes?’ 

‘I won't continue my studies.’ 

Kshanaprava stopped chopping vegetables, turned her face 
and watched Niharika in dismay. Niharika had a small, cute face 
as beautiful as the moon. Kshanaprava had combed and tied 
Niharika’s hair carefully with her own hands. She had a round 
vermilion mark on her forehead. Her eyes were painted with 
collyrium. How beautiful her eyes were! Her eyebrows were thin 
looking as if painted with brush. She had a small, sharp nose. Her 
lips were thin, appearing as if some one has painted them red. Her 
face was looking as fair as the champak* and her cheeks rotund. 

This Niharika is her sister-in-law. 
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Two years back she had married Tusharkanti and come to his 
house. She was overjoyed to see Niharika. Both the brother and 
sister were made in the same mould by Shasthi. She treated the 
nine-year-old girl, Nira as a part of her own self. After two years 
when she is looking at Niharika’s face she is reminded of her 
husband, the lord of her heart. Once upon a time he was attractive 
like Niharika. Now he looks ugly. 

It’s mockery of fate. What can man do? 

Niharika’s face was pale and her eyes were filled with tears. 

‘Why won't you continue with your studies, Nira? Your school 
will open the day after tomorrow. What will your teacher think of 
you? 

Niharika said: ‘Strike my name off the school rolls. You are 
educated and have to blow air into the hearth to make the fire 
burn and cook food. What else are you doing? My brother was 
highly educated and had become an officer. Accidentally he suffered 
from small pox. His face was deformed and he lost his eyesight. 
Then he lost his job. Now he has to work as a tutor to earn his 
living. Nuau! See how the lightning is flashing. It is eye dazzling. 
Hear the sound of the thunder. It is striking somewhere. The 
thatched roof is shaking under the impact of the wind. It is raining 
heavily. Hailstones are falling. See, big hailstones, passing through 
the holes in the roof, have fallen at your feet. In such foul weather 
how would my brother come home? 

She was an eleven-year-old girl. Two drops of tears flashed 
in the corners of her eyes painted with collyrium. Her nostrils 
shook and she started sobbing. Then she said: ‘I won't read. 
Although 1 am ignorant of other things I know the art of cooking 
which you have taught me. Nuau, I can clean utensils and wash 
clothes. I shall cook, sweep the floors of the house, and look after 
both my mother and brother. You pursue higher studies.’ 

Kshanaprava’s right eye started twitching. Taken aback she 
looked at Niharika’s face for a moment and then asked with a 
smile: ‘Who has taught you all this? You have stuffed so many 
ideas into your small head! I have passed ].A. What do 1 gain if 1 
study further? Have 1 failed to look after you and serve you because 
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I am less educated? 

Niharika said, ‘Higher studies will fetch you a job and in that 
case my brother won't take the trouble of going out. He will coach 
children at our home. We won't apprehend any trouble, as he won't 
go out. Nuau, 1 shall do the household chores.’ 

Kshanaprava was flabbergasted. Nira too is thinking of her 
brother. She said, ‘You are still a child. Why do you worry so much? 
What do you know about the affairs of the world? Go and read. 
Don't think of these anymore’. 

Niharika stood up without giving any reply. 

‘Nira...? 

Niharika waited to hear what Kshanaprava would say. 

“Well, today you cook curry. You will work out the sums 
tomorrow. I am having a headache. Come here and let me go’. 


3 


KSHANAPRAVA was perturbed by Niharika’s words. Running 
after happiness and pleasure she has now become frustrated. She 
has no grievance against anybody. She has done whatever she 
thought to be right. Moreover, she is reaping and will reap the 
fruits of her own actions. The fact is that she is in the grips of 
poverty but who can remove her wants? 

Lying on bed Kshanaprava was thinking of Niharika. She 
has left little Niharika in the kitchen. Though she is her sister-in- 
law she loves her as much as she would have loved her own younger 
sister. She is her joy, her doll. She is ever attentive to the words of 
her sister-in-law but Kshanaprava never assigns her any task. 

‘Nira, you go and read or if you so like go and sit beside mother. 
Nay, you sit here and observe what I am doing. Try to learn. You 
will have to work at your mother-in-law’s house.’ 

Niharika’s face turned pale when she heard those words from 


her sister-in-law. 
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Prava was busy with her work. She didn’t have much to do. 
Theirs was a small family. 

Cuttack is a big city. It has given shelter to kings, emperors, 
millionaires, merchants, businessmen, the rich and the poor. There 
are shops big and small on either side of the roads, but there are 
poor people too who have to starve. Motorcars of the rich ply the 
roads. The hungry day labourer pulls his rickshaw on the same 
roads. The blind, the lame, the sick and the helpless beg alms in 
the streets with outstretched hands. Radio broadcasts can be heard 
in the sweet-vendor’s shop. The poor unfortunates cry squatting 
down in front of the shop. 

‘The city of Cuttack, a conglomeration of all these, is 
surrounded by rivers on three sides. 

In a non-descript street of this city the small dwelling of 
Tusharkanti is located, away from the usual hubbub of the city. 
‘There are two rows of thatched houses on both sides of the street. 
There is thick undergrowth of lantana camara plants near the 
houses. Washer men, masons and labourers inhabit the street. The 
street has no provision for electric light. Two kerosene lamps burn 
in the two light towers. One light tower stands in front of 
Tusharkanti’s dwelling. Behind the light post there is a big vacant 
plot of land overgrown with nettles. On one side of Tushar’s house 
is the dwelling of the carpenter and on the other side that of the 
washer man. There is a backyard. Behind the backyard is a pond 
and there is a well in the courtyard. 

Prava does the household chores. She cleans utensils on the 
bank of the pond. On the bathing ghat of the other side the washer 
man washes clothes. Prava washes the clothes of her blind husband 
and sick mother-in-law. She cooks food, sweeps the floor, presses 
the legs of her mother-in-law and teaches Nira her lessons. Holding 
her husband’s hand she escorts him to the well. The well is deep. 
Still she drags buckets of water for the use of others. She derives 
pleasure from work. Never does she feel tired. 

They don't have the means to employ a servant. Her blind 
husband tutors twice daily once in the forenoon and once in the 
afternoon. He earns a meager amount of forty rupees out of which 
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five rupees are spent towards house rent and ten for hiring rickshaw. 

Prava’s husband commutes by a rickshaw for coaching 
students. She manages the house with twenty-five rupees a month. 
She sends her sister-in-law to a girls’ school. She has to purchase 
opium, and occasionally milk for her mother-in-law. 

Kshanaprava is now contemplating how and how long she 
would be able to manage the house. The house rent for the last 
three months have not yet been paid. Realizing their plight and 
out of pity, the landlord does not press for the rent. Before whom 
would she bow down for help? 


4 


BEFORE the kinsfolk! 

Kshanaprava feels perturbed when she brings them into 
memory. She wants to forget her past, but the past is unforgettable. 
She belonged to a rich family. She was the apple of her parents’ 
eye, their dearest child. Her father was the zamindar of Bijipur. 
Many servants both male and female used to serve her by attending 
to all her needs. Parashuram was very much worried when his 
daughter's needs were not fulfilled. In this respect her mother was 
like her father. The year she passed the M.E. examination and got 
a scholarship, her mother passed away. Kshanaprava mourned for 
her dead mother day and night. All words of consolation failed. 
She could not forget her loving mother. 

Parashuram thought, unless the daughter is sent away from 
home, she would die pining for her mother. She was reading in 
the village school and she had deep interest in study. Recently she 
has completed her studies at the village school. Taking advice from 
experienced people he admitted her in Cuttack girls’ school. 
Kshanaprava stayed in the school hostel. She saw several girls like 
her reading in the school. Staying in their company and paying 
attention to her studies she forgot her mother and lived happily. 
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After four months she received the news that her father was 
going to marry again. He had been persuaded to marry by the 
villagers. Thirteen-year-old Kshanaprava wanted to protest. With 
the limited intelligence of a child, she scribbled a letter and sent it 
to her father. 

This letter was her undoing. She didn't get a reply. She got 
the news that father had married and brought her stepmother to 
their house. Remembering her mother Kshanaprava wept a lot. 

Her father used to send money but never did he write a letter 
to her. 

During vacation Kshanaprava went home. Father didn’t come 
to escort her. She went to Bijipur with Tusharkanti, a distant cousin. 
Tusharkanti, at that time, was studying in a college and stayed in a 
college hostel. 

Kshanaprava could not spend her time happily at home. 
People spoke several things. She felt like being assaulted in the 
presence of the new mother. She was reminded of her own mother. 
She also felt ashamed. The contents of the letter she had written 
were public due to Parashuram’s carelessness. All came to know 
about the letter. Parashuram became a butt of ridicule. His anger 
grew from time to time. He didn't accuse his daughter, but never 
did he call her into his presence. 

Kshanaprava read her books silently in her own room. She 
wept as much as she liked. It appeared to her as if she had no place 
in that house. She felt restless and wanted to go back to her hostel. 
She counted the days after which the vacation would be over and 
returned to Cuttack two days prior to the end of vacation. A servant 
of the house escorted her. Father had gone to the rural areas for 
some work before her departure. 

Kshanaprava had become intimate with Tusharkanti. She used 
to address her as brother. Occasionally Tushar went to the girls’ 
school to inquire after her. She felt that Tusharkanti was her only 
friend and well-wisher in the whole world. 

During school days she came to know one Hemangini, her 
classmate who later became her intimate friend. She belonged to a 
rich family. She used to come to school by a car. Occasionally 
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Kshanaprava accompanied Hemangini to her house. Hemangini’s 
parents loved her and treated her as their own daughter. 
Hemangini’s brother Dushmanta who happened to be 
Tusharkanti’s friend and classmate was very fond of her. 

That Dushmanta had soft corner for her was known not only 
to Hemangini but also to her parents. Kshanaprava also knew it. 
She had weighed Dushmanta with Tusharkanti in the scales of 
her mind. She didn’t know that Hemangini was attracted to 
Tusharkanti, the friend of her brother. None of the two had revealed 
anything regarding such matters before anyone. 

Dushmanta and Tusharakanti passed B.A. examination the 
same year in which Kshanaprava and Hemangini passed 
matriculation. Tushar pursued M.A. but Dushmanta got admitted 
in a law college as he wanted to inherit the legal profession of his 
father. 

The intimacy between Hemangini and Kshanaprava grew 
day by day. The intimacy of Dushmanta and Tushar was also 
unbroken. One day in a lonely moment, Hemangini revealed her 
brother's desire before Kshanaprava, but she didn’t reveal her own 
mind. Kshanaprava was surprised. She did not dare to express her 
opinion before her friend. She only smiled. 

That smile proved to be her undoing. She tried hard to 
avoid Hemangini and Dushmanta on the pretext of study but 
could not keep herself away from them. Hemangini’s pure 
affection drew her time and again. Still, she didn’t reveal her 
secret before her. 

Two years passed by. Both Kshanaprava and Hemangini 
cleared L.A. After obtaining his law degree Dushmanta practised 
law. After passing M.A. Tushar became a sub-deputy collector. 
There were proposals of Kshanaprava’s marriage. Two proposals 
were brought simultaneously to Parashuram. He rejected 
Tushar’s proposal as he was poor and accepted the proposal of 
Dushmanta. 

Kshanaprava expressed her desire to study B.A. but 
Parashuram did not give his consent. He did not take into 
consideration the opinion of his daughter. Kshanaprava wrote a 
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letter to Tusharkanti narrating her agony and the cruelty of her 
father. Before the letter was posted, her suspecting stepmother 
managed to capture it and passed it on to Parashuram. 

Kshanaprava married Tusharakanti, but her parents became 
hostile to her due to loss of self-prestige. Parashuram did not 
reply to any of the letters, Kshanaprava wrote from her father- 
in-law’s house. She lost hope. All relationship with her parents 
was severed. 

Misfortunes struck her one after another. Her father-in-law 
died hardly four months after her marriage. He had sold the little 
property he had to meet the expenses of his son’s education. He 
could not enjoy the earnings of Tushar. Under compulsion Tushar 
left for Nuapada, the place of his posting along with his mother, 
wife and sister. 

One year after Tushar suffered from smallpox. His face and 
body got deformed. He lost his eyes. An anxious and confounded 
Kshanaprava wrote letters to her father. She received a reply: ‘You 
have sought your own destiny, what can we do? You have lowered 
my head, which I used to hold high. I have experienced death in 
life because of grief and humiliation you have brought to me.’ 

He sent her a meager amount of twenty rupees only. Though 
Kshanaprava was suffering from poverty and misery, she returned 
the money to her father. 

‘Tusharkanti lost his job. 

Along with all the other members of her family Kshanaprava 
came to Cuttack. 

Tusharkanti became a tutor in order to earn his livelihood. 


* & + 


Heavy rain is falling and a cyclone is blowing outside. Inside the 
house Kshanaprava is lying on a bed. She is reflecting on the joys 
and sorrows of her past life. Tears are flowing from her eyes like an 
untimely shower of rain. 

The man whom she loves wholeheartedly has not neglected 
his duty even though he has been incapacitated. He has pledged 
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his life to maintain his family. What is her duty as a wife? Perhaps 
it is her duty to do what Niharika had suggested. 

‘Nuau! Won't you wake up? Cooking is over. Are you sleeping? 
What! You are weeping! 

Taken aback, Niharika stood gazing at Kshanaprava. 


5 


IT was raining and the wind was blowing, nevertheless the rickshaw 
puller tried to pull the rickshaw. He had put on a palm leaf hat on 
his head and covered his body with an old and torn raincoat with 
several patches. Kalu Samal had picked up this raincoat, which 
was thrown away by a respectable man. Therefore Kalu was not 
afraid of showers while pulling his rickshaw. 

The rickshaw was moving on the road. There was knee-deep 
water on the wide tarred road of the city. Electric lights from the 
roadside shops were visible. The kerosene lamp attached to his 
rickshaw was flickering in the wind. 

He was watchful while pulling the rickshaw. But his mind 
was set on his destination, a thatched house in a distant muddy 
street. He was thinking of the way he would take, the lane he 
would enter. He would take the right street of the left road, then 
the small lane to the right. There he would drop his passenger and 
comeback and then go to the station. 

Today's weather is good for him. There will be great demand 
for his rickshaw. He will earn more than he would have in normal 
weather. Today he will drink more to overcome fatigue. He had 
taken a little amount of opium in the evening. The opium-induced 
intoxication will last for two hours more. 

It was 9 p.m. The force of the rain and the wind has 
diminished. He has a regular customer. He may be late but he will 
take this passenger in his rickshaw and drop him at his house. On 
some pretext he could have refused to hire out his rickshaw but 
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the passenger is blind and he will be in trouble. Wherefrom will 
he hire a rickshaw? He is a good man. He never bargains, never 
gossips. He rides on the rickshaw, gets down quietly from it at his 
house. His wife resembling goddess Laxmi* would be waiting for 
him at the threshold. Holding the blind man’s hand she would 
escort him into the house. Then she would pay the fare and speak 
softly: ‘Kalu, you must be tired by pulling rickshaw. Take rest for a 
while. Would you like to take a little cold rice gruel?’ 

Kalu would normally not refuse the offer. 

She might be poor but she is kind at heart. She is fated to 
suffer but God has given her a heart of gold. This woman, 
resembling goddess Laxmi, would be waiting for her husband. How 
much love and devotion has she for her blind husband! Always 
she is apprehensive about his safety. To add to her anxiety he is 
late today. 

Kalu pulled the rickshaw speedily. The rickshaw moved on 
the road parting the water flowing on the road. The rain was 
pouring down. The wind was blowing hard. But Kalu did not stop. 
The road lay before him. Kalu was conscious of his duty. 


6 


TUSHARKANTI is unable to decide what he would do. How 
long would he live like this? How long can he carry the burden of 
the world on his head? He doesn’t have any property except a 
dilapidated house in his village. The debts father had incurred for 
his education and for his marriage have not yet been repaid after 
the sale of their landed property. He still carries the burden of 
paternal debt on his head. Besides he has to look after his sick 
mother, little sister and young wife. 

How will he maintain his family? He is blind; his world is 


* Goddess of riches and good fortune, the beautiful wife of god Narayan. 
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dark and future uncertain. He is incapable of earning money. He 
does not expect help from any quarter. No more, he will be able to 
earn by tutoring. Abanibabu has not openly forbidden him but it 
is obvious from his words that he doesn't like children being tutored 
by a blind person. 

Whom will he blame for his misfortune? He had never 
believed in fate, in the fruit of action of a previous life. He had 
confidence in himself and in his own action. Why did he become 
blind? He remembers his friend Sanjay. Where is he? Abandoning 
the world he became an anchorite while he was a student. 

He recollects Sanjay’s words: ‘Don't you believe in previous 
birth and in the fruit of action? Do you boast of your self and your 
possession? The story of my previous life has been revealed before 
me. It seems all that happened yesterday. The inexhaustible, endless 
great void is full of energy and life. I am a particle of that void. I 
come, I go and again I return. The string of unfulfilled desire draws 
me to this world and the forgetful mind is surrounded again by 
new desires. Now I am leaving this world. Today you don't believe 
it, but you'll believe it in future.’ 

Sanjay has gone but Tusharkanti still remembers his words. 
He had thought that only the inefficient people hold on to God, 
fate and previous life. But now he realizes that all men are incapable. 
Such moment of realization comes all on a sudden in everybodys 
life. 

Today, Tusharkanti has come to believe in fate. He has no 
other alternative. God and Fate, today, are great consolations for 
him. Although he is blind he will carry on with the burden of duty 
on his head. 

He is not concerned about himself. He is apprehensive about 
the future of his mother, wife and younger sister. His wife is 
educated. She has the ability to earn and maintain a family of four 
members, but maintaining the family is not the duty of a woman. 
How can he tell this to Kshanaprava? Although he is blind, he is a 
man and it is his duty to maintain the family. 

Tushar has decided not to go to Abanibabu’s house anymore. 
He has never neglected teaching his son, Arun. He didn’t do well 
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in the examination and for that he has been blamed. Maybe, 
Abanibabu is right. He had taught Arun but could not see whether 
he was studying or not. Why should he take his responsibility and 
for that matter the responsibility of any other child? 

But how will he maintain his family? 
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BY begging! 

Will he beg, as he is blind? 

Tusharkanti’s mind revolted. Against whom would he revolt? 
Would he revolt against God or the Government? He cannot do 
any harm to them. 

He is helpless. 

He couldn't think anymore. He has been drenched with rain. 
His body is shivering all over with cold. He is feeling the pangs of 
hunger. His mind is ridden with anxiety. The rickshaw is moving 
unsteadily. Kalu Samal is running. He is happy although he has no 
B.A. or M.A. degree. He depends on his physical strength. He 
maintains himself as well as his family by hard work. 

Tusharkanti wanted to tell about his misery to Kalu Samal. 

He asked: ‘What is the distance we have yet to cover Kalu? 

“We have yet to cover half of the distance, sir. As the wind is 
blowing and the road is filled with water, it becomes difficult to 
pull the rickshaw.’ 

“Why don't you pause for a moment? 

‘No sir, after dropping you off at your place I shall carry 
passengers to the railway station in my rickshaw. 1 have taken an 
advance. I pull rickshaw at night.’ 

“Will you carry passengers in the rain?’ 

“We are poor people. Can we feed ourselves if we care for sun 
and rain? I have to maintain a family of five members.’ 

‘How much do you earn daily?’ 
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‘It is not fixed. On festive occasions 1 earn to the extent of 
four or five rupees. On other days I earn one or two rupees. I work 
hard to earn my livelihood. Whatever 1 earn is not enough to feed 
us all. 

Tushar kept quiet. He had nothing more to ask. 

Reducing the speed of rickshaw Kalu said: ‘I am Pana by 
caste. I have neither a house nor any land. I live in the Pana Street 
on the other side of the river. I have built a hut on a piece of land 
that does not belong to me. In that hut live my wife and three 
daughters. My hut might have blown down during today’s rain 
and storm. Let it blow down. How can I stop it?’ 

Sympathizing with him, Tushar said: ‘You are earning so 
much. Why don't you build a good house? 

Kalu laughed. He said ‘Whatever I earn is not enough to fill 
our belly. Pulling a rickshaw is very tiring. I drink a little to 
overcome fatigue. I also take opium worth four annas a day. If I 
don't take it, my body won't be active. Then how can I pull the 
rickshaw and earn to maintain my family? 

Tusharkanti kept mum. His own suffering is boundless. He 
doesn’t know what to do. His education and gentle birth are the 
constraints. Otherwise he would have joined the group of beggars 
of the world. Stretching his hand, singing a song he would have 
begged for money. 

He shivered at his own thought. 

He surmised that he was nearing his residence. Opening the 
door Kshanaprava would be waiting at the threshold to lead him 
into the house by holding his hand. Mother would be worrying 
and Niharika would be waiting for him. Ali of them are very close 
to one another. All of them love one another. Most of his hopes 
have been shattered. But he has a happy home in the midst of 
unending sorrows and sufferings. 

‘How long have we to go? 

“We have crossed two thirds of the way and only one third is 
left. There the house of Dushmanta babu, the lawyer is visible. We 
have to go straight on the street passing by his house. The rain has 
stopped; the wind has also stopped blowing. But water has 
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accumulated on the road and it has become muddy. Now it is 
difficult to pull the rickshaw.’ 

‘Why did you choose this road?’ 

‘I chose it because it is straight.’ 

Tusharkanti thought of his friend Dushmanta. He is the son 
of a rich man. He himself is also rich. He thought of both 
Dushmanta and Hemangini. He recollected their friendship of 
the past. Kshanaprava could have become Dusmant’s wife. This 
palatial building, all that property and reputation would have been 
hers. Tushar could not give her happiness. He felt guilty. Accepting 
all suffering with humility Kshanaprava has continued to love her. 
She has been serving him day and night with dedication. 

Dushmanta is unmarried. He is interested in serving the 
country. He is donating hundreds of rupees. People are full of 
admiration for him. He is liberal, generous and forgiving. Yet Tushar 
has never gone to him nor has he ever thought of seeking his help. 
May be Tushar is not aware of his plight. Why will he let him 
know? Two years back he had hurt Dushmanta deeply. From that 
time he has distanced himself and remained unknown and unheard. 
It is good for a blind, incapable, poor and starving man to be 
unknown and unheard. 

Let Dushmanta live happily. 

And Hemangini! She is also living happily. She is the second 
wife of Abanibabu, the famous contractor of Cuttack, and 
stepmother of Arun. 

Today he knew that Abanibabu is not happy about Arun's 
performance in study. He doesn't want Tusharkanti to be his child's 
tutor anymore. 

A motorcar was coming from the front. Kalu’s eyes were 
dazzled with bright light. When the motorcar came near, Kalu 
was blinded for a moment with its light. 
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THE rain stopped and the wind subsided. Patches of clouds 
gathered in the sky and floated by stretching their wings. T he bright 
moon smiled again. The night became quiet. Tusharkanti didn't 
come back home. The wall clock indicated that the time was 1 
a.m. Niharika raised her tired, pale face and looked at the clock 
with sleepy eyes. Her tremulous lips parted perhaps to ask 
something. Kshanaprava could realize her innermost thought. 
Raising her sorrowful face she cast an agonized look on Niharika. 
With her hand she gestured Niharika to keep quiet. 

Laxmi was suffering from high fever. Her body temperature 
had risen to 100° centigrade. Raving deliriously she asked: ‘Did 
Tushar come? Has he taken his meal? Why is he so late’ Then 
she called Tushar by his name. 

Kshanaprava and Niharika had been sitting beside her for 
two hours, and putting a wet cloth on her forehead. There has 
been slight remission of the fever. The old lady is asleep. She is 
crepitating. 

Kshanaprava came to the other room. Niharika followed her. 
Opening the front door they came to the veranda. The small dirty 
street was quiet. The moon was shining. Both had the same 
question in their mind: ‘Where did he go till this late hour of the 
night? He has never been so late.’ 

Neither of them dared to ask the question to the other. Their 
chests were palpitating with an unknown fear. 

Niharika broke the silence. She asked: ‘Where is my brother, 
Nuau?’ 

Controlling her grief Kshanaprava said: ‘Now he would be 
coming. The rain has stopped. Let us go inside.’ 

‘Shall we send somebody to Abanibabu’s house? Shall I call 
Kambu Ojha or Dinu Sethi? Do you know the location of 
Abanibabu’s house? 

‘I don't know, Nira. Now that the rain has stopped, he must 
be coming. Let us wait for half an hour. Come inside.’ 
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“Wait, Nuau. T he end of the street looks bright. See, a motorcar 
has stopped there. Eh, now it is coming towards our house. Let’s 
go inside.’ 

Nira held Kshanaprava’s hand. She couldn't ascertain whether 
her hand or Kshanaprava’s body was trembling. Both the sisters- 
in-law went inside the house. The front door was open. They were 
looking outside with great anxiety. They were eager to know who 
was coming there and why. 

They did not have to wait long. A well-dressed gentleman 
came alone striking his shoes and stood on the road in front of 
their house. He looked hither and thither, and then asked: ‘Is it 
‘Tusharbabu’s house? 

His voice was trembling. Kshanaprava got a hint of some 
unknown danger from that voice. Brushing Niharika aside, pushing 
out the two parts of the half closed door, Kshanaprava came out 
and asked impatiently: ‘Yes, tell me. What has happened to him? 
Where is he now?’ 

The gentleman had come onto the veranda. Trying to be firm 
he said: ‘Don’t worry. He is well. Please listen 

He went inside the house. Drawing the chair he stood holding 
it near the table. It appeared he didn't have the energy to stand 
erect. 

Taken aback Niharika stood leaning against the wall. 

Kshanaprava came inside the room and stood leaning against 
one side of the bedstead. It seemed she was lifeless. She could not 
utter a word. She was staring vacantly at Dushmanta, the newcomer. 

This Dushmanta happens to be Hemangini’s brother. She 
knew her for six years. Several incidents big and small have sunk 
into oblivion with the passage of time. The memory of those 
incidents flashed like lightning before her eyes. Dushmantababu 
has changed a lot since she last saw him. He has shed his superiority 
complex. He is putting on coarse country made cloth shirt and 
cap. He has not shaved his face for several days. He has a frail 
body and a pale face. His eyes are sunken. 

Dushmanta was staring at her. He was not speaking anything. 
What bad news has he brought? How would she ask her? He is 
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not speaking anything on his own! 

Dushmanta saw Kshanaprava upon whom all his thoughts 
were once concentrated. She was once the object of his dream. 
Fancying her as his darling he had built a Utopian world of his 
own. She is not the same Kshanaprava as she was before two years 
when she was a college going girl. Now she is frail, dirty, careless 
and grave. Though a rich man’s daughter, she is nevertheless poor. 
How can he say what has happened? He himself is responsible for 
the accident. 

Kshanaprava lost her patience. She asked in a trembling voice: 
“Why do you keep mum? Please tell me frankly why you have 
come here at this odd hour.” 

‘Don't be impatient. I’1I tell you.’ 

Kshanaprava stared at him. Dushmanta began to speak: ‘You 
might have remembered the deep drain in front of my house. It 
was overflowing with rainwater. Knee-deep water had accumulated 
on the road. Having seen the light of the motorcar the rickshaw 
puller pulled the rickshaw to the roadside to give way to the 
motorcar. One wheel of the rickshaw fell into the drain. The 
rickshaw tilted to one side. The rickshaw puller fell into the drain. 
‘Tusharkanti fell upside down on the other side of the drain.’ 

Niharika shouted: ‘What happened to my brother? 

Holding Niharika’s hand Kshanaprava asked her to keep 
quiet. 

Dushmanta continued: “There is a slight injury on his head. 
Coming near them 1 found one of the leg bones of the rickshaw 
puller was broken. At that time 1 could not recognize Tushar. His 
head was bleeding. He was lying unconscious. At once I took both 
of them to the hospital. Ali possible care has been taken. He has 
regained consciousness. Doctor Mishra is attending him. There is 
no cause for apprehension. Tushar himself gave me his residential 
address and asked me to inform you. If you want you may come 
with me to see him at the hospital.’ 

Kshanaprava heard everything. Her body has become 
insensitive and her mind has turned to stone. Suffering is the 
companion of her life. Fate is playing a joke on her. God is testing 
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her patience. She has to bear misfortunes one after another. Those 
are unbearable for a tenderhearted woman. But she has no other 
choice. 

Her husband is lying in the hospital. At home the ailing 
mother-in-law is almost unconscious with fever. At times she is 
raving: ‘Has Tushar come home? Has he eaten his dinner?’ 

What will happen to her if she hears about this incident? 
What will she do? She is pining to see her husband but she doesn’t 
dare to leave her. 

‘Tears flowed from Kshanaprava’s eyes. 

Her mother-in-law started coughing in the other room. She 
was suffering from asthma. She started groaning with pain. 
Kshanaprava was worried. Wiping tears from her eyes and 
mustering up courage she said: ‘Niru, go to mother. Don't tell her 
anything. Go, wipe your face. 

Dushmanta was gazing at Kshanaprava. She has the same 
glamorous beauty as she had before. Poverty has added colour to 
her beauty. She has put on a clean white sari. Two small golden 
earrings adorn her ears. There is a very thin chain of thread without 
a locket around her neck. She is wearing two gold bangles one on 
each hand. That’s all. All these do not signify modern fashion. 
They signify poverty. In fact, poverty has made her more beautiful. 

She is an embodiment of patience. 

Niharika went to the other room. 

Kshanaprava turned to Dushmanta with tearful eyes. With a 
voice full of gratitude she entreated him to sit down. 

Responding to her request Dushmanta said: ‘I have no time 
to sit down. It is already 2 a.m. If you so like, you may come with 
me to see him. I shall escort you back home. 

Kshanaprava said calmly, ‘You have taken great pains for my 
husband’s treatment. Won’t you sit down and wait for a moment? 
Mother-in-law is suffering from high fever. This child is the only 
person in the house to help me. The news of the accident will 
break my mother-in-law’s heart.’ 

Respecting her wishes Dushmanta sat down on the chair. 

Kshanaprava went to the other room. Her mother-in-law was 
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restless. Still she was running a temperature. She was babbling: 
“What is the hour of the night? Where had you been? Have you 
eaten your food? Go to sleep.’ 

‘Shall 1 give you a little barley gruel?’, Kshanaprava asked. 

‘No. I don't need it, my daughter. Hasn't Tushar taken his 
meal?’ 

“You go to sleep. Don't be worried about Tushar.’ 

“Yes, I am going to sleep. Niru, you go and eat your dinner 
with your sister-in-law. I don't need anything.’ 

Laxmi lay silently on her bed. Kshanaprava covered her body 
with a shawl. Holding Niharika’s hand she went to the inner 
courtyard. The bright moon had descended on the other side of 
the sky. The army of clouds was rushing ceaselessly. 

Kshanaprava advised Niru: ‘Stay with mother. Don't tell her 
anything. I am going to the hospital. I may come back late. You 
need not be worried.’ 

‘Nuau! While trying to speak Niharika burst out crying. With 
a mournful voice she said: ‘I will go with you Nuau.’ 

Holding Niharika to her bosom Kshanaprava tried to console 
her: ‘Why are you weeping? If you go to the hospital who will be 
there to attend mother? You please stay with her. I shall come back 
as soon as possible. You are my good sister, as good as gold. You are 
aware of our problems. We are struck by misfortunes and we have 
to bear them bravely. Close the door and stay inside. You won't put 
out the light. Call Dinu Sethi if you need his help.’ 

Leaving Niharika there Kshanaprava came to the front room. 
Niharika followed her and also came to the same room. Sitting 
silently on the chair Dushmanta was looking hither and thither. 

Kshanaprava told him: ‘Let’s go.’ 

Dushmanta stood up. He noticed a band of red stain on 
Kshanaprava’s clean sari at her back. He asked: ‘Are you going out 
wearing such a sari?” 

Kshanaprava replied: ‘Let’s go. We are already late.’ 


She came out and Dushmanta followed her. 
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KSHANAPRAVA suffered great misfortunes. Her husband was 
sick and mother-in-law was ailing. She had to live in penury. The 
relatives didnt come forward to help. She managed everything 
with patience. Niharika, her sister-in-law was with her, Dushmanta 
was away and she had only a few ornaments on her body as her 
possession! 

By selling her ornaments, Kshanaprava met the expenses of 
arrears, like house rent, loan repayment, doctor’s fee, medicine and 
wholesome diet for the two patients. How long would she manage 
with the little surplus money in the city of Cuttack? What would 
she do after the money is exhausted? 

In the mean time her husband recovered from illness. Only 
the white scar on his forehead had not been effaced. It may not be 
effaced. Now he is evincing interest in tutoring at somebody’s house 
for earning money. Kshanaprava is dissuading him. Tusharkanti is 
unable to override Kshanaprava’s opinion. He is only thinking what 
he should do. 

Laxmi has recovered from illness. Still she is weak. She is 
unable to move. Somebody has to hold her hand and lead her. Her 
body is shivering. Occasionally she is annoyed with Niharika. 

Alas! Her study was discontinued on account of their poverty. 
Now she has to work throughout the day. She has devoted herself 
heart and soul to the service of her mother and brother. How pale 
does she look! Kshanaprava has no time to comb and tie Niharika’s 
hair. 

Kshanaprava’s world is one of misery and deprivation. Nobody 
is there to give her financial support. The future ahead looks dark. 
She is unable to find her way. What will she do? 

It was eight o'clock at night. Outside the moon was shining 
brightly. Through the window the cool breeze from the riverside 
was blowing gently into her room. The lamp was burning brightly 
on the table. Kshanaprava was sitting on a chair beside the table. 
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The adjacent chair was empty. Tusharkanti was sitting on the 
bedstead lying close to the wall. He was lost in thought. 
Kshanaprava’s mother-in-law was sleeping in the other room. 
Niharika was cooking food in the kitchen. 

All joys of life disappear when dark clouds of despair pervade 
one’s mind. Then living one’s life seems to be a curse. One feels 
like comparing oneself with others. The individual wants to revolt 
against society. He feels an urge to do something but becomes 
puzzled. Like a floating leaf moving in the whirlpool of water his 
mind too whirls in thought. 

One becomes angry with others for nothing. One becomes 
sulky. One is unable to see one’s own faults and errors. One holds 
others responsible for one’s suffering. When nobody is available 
one lays the blame on that very ancient, old, wicked stranger 
described as Fate, heaves a sigh of relief and derives consolation. 

No more Kshanaprava thinks of Fate. In spite of all his 
sympathies she has held Dushmanta responsible for her suffering. 
Only for Dushmanta her student life ended so soon and she had 
to marry Tusharkanti. 

She recollected several incidents. 

During student life Dushmanta used to love her and give 
several gifts. She was full of respect for him since he was 
Hemangini’s elder brother. She used to accept the gifts with 
pleasure. Though she could read his mind from his behavior, she 
was pretending as if she knew nothing. Dushmanta had revealed 
the secret of his innermost heart through his eyes and smile, 
affection and eagerness but he had never breathed a word about it. 
All had understood the import of his silence. Kshanaprava too 
had understood it. She wanted to steer clear of the affair but, being 
an educated girl of a civilized society, she could not avoid it. 

Dushmanta’s father had sent the marriage proposal. 
Negotiation was carried on. Only for Dushmanta her hope for 
further study was shattered. She was filled with anger. Her anger 
and pride made her tie the knot with Tusharkanti. If conditions 
were different she would not have married and invited disaster for 
both of them. Her friend Sunanda has passed B.A. since long. 
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Dushmanta is a bigwig. He has made her husband’s life 
miserable. For him her husband suffered from head-injury and lay 
in the hospital for fifteen days. It would be more than fifteen days 
since he returned from hospital after recovery. Dushmanta has 
worked for them day and night. He has come forward with financial 
help. What is his motive? Is it to save his friend’s life or to mock at 
Kshanaprava, to remove their wants or to vaunt his generosity, to 
help his friend or to deceive Kshanaprava? 

She has never sought Dushmanta’s help or sympathy and has 
been polite towards him whenever he has come to her house. She 
doesn’t like his presence because it seems to humble her natural 
womanly pride. She runs away from his presence on the pretext of 
work but feels uncomfortable if Dushmanta does not come to her 
house. She feels like summoning him and asking for an explanation. 


10 


DUSHMANTA hasn't visited her house for the last three days. 

She feels his absence. He talks of various things, only about 
high ideals, about religion, society, education, country and women. 
Tusharkanti participates in the discussion. After listening to him 
for a while Kshanaprava goes away on some pretext. She has no 
time to hear about or think of ideal things. She has to cope with 
several problems of her family. The first priorities are food, clothing 
and dwelling to live in. She has to look after her blind husband, 
sick mother-in-law and unmarried sister-in-law. Idealistic talk is 
befitting for men in high position. Such talk on the part of a poor 
man becomes an object of ridicule. 

Today, Kshanaprava is preoccupied with a single thought— 
how to reveal her desire before her husband. She wants to say: 
‘Give me permission to earn money. Our suffering is unbearable. 
Without your knowledge I had applied for the job of a teacher. A 


call letter for the interview has been received. 1 will have to work 
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in the city of Cuttack.’ 

Before she could express her desire, Tusharkanti called her in 
2 soft voice and said: ‘Prava! I seek your permission.’ 

Kshanaprava was startled: ‘What do you say? 

‘Listen, please come to me.’ 

Kshanaprava went near him. Sitting in the bedstead with legs 
dangling, she asked: ‘What do you say? 

She kept gazing at Tusharkanti’s face. Her blind husband’s 
face was looking ugly with pockmarks. There was a scar on his 
forehead. The hair on his head were small. The two spoiled, swollen - 
eyeballs looked repulsive. With this incapable husband she would 
start a family. His lips were trembling. Moving his right hand on 
the bedstead he was trying to locate Kshanaprava but he didn’t 
succeed. Has God decreed this suffering for her? 

She moved nearer and held her husband’s groping hand. She 
saw the luster of thrill on his quivering lips. Tushar held 
Kshanaprava’s hand with his other hand. He began to stroke 
Kshanaprava with his right hand. He touched the two bangles on 
Kshanaprava’s hands. He could realize that her golden bangles had 
been sold since long. Her hands had become thin and skinny. Prava 
has been suffering only because of him. 

“Tell me what you want to say. Niru is drudging in the kitchen.’ 

‘Do you want to get away from me on this pretext?’ 

His words appeared like blows to Kshanaprava. It is true her 
husband has called her after several days and held her hands out 
of love and affection, but she is trying to go away on a pretext. In 
the next room her mother-in-law is sleeping on her bed. Her 
coughing is audible. The middle door is half-closed. The smell of 
seasoning of boiled pulses with oil and spices is coming from the 
kitchen. 

Kshanaprava felt shy. Snuggling close up to him she said: 
“Why should I want to go away? That child is drudging in the 
kitchen.” 

Let her cook. She has to learn. 

Tusharkanti stroked Kshanaprava’s head affectionately. Her 


hair was unkempt. She wore a necklace of wooden beads around 
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her neck. She had no ornament in her ears. 

He couldn't see the stream of tears flowing from her eyes. He 
couldn't understand her mental agony or her suppressed grief. 

In an agonized voice, he said: ‘Prava, now I understand why 
you find out a pretext to get away from me. You cannot hide it any 
more. You have become physically weak. All your ornaments have 
been sold. Now I don't think of how we are going to manage 
ourselves in future but how much you'll suffer for my sake. I have 
recovered from illness. You allow me to work again as a tutor. One 
doesn't meet with accidents every day. Again nobody has control 
over them.’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘When you go out, I become anxious about 
your safety. I become restless. Apart from me, mother and Nira 
also become apprehensive. The suffering we undergo during your 
absence far exceeds our present suffering. None of us can allow 
you to go out to work as a tutor. Rather, I myself” 

‘Why did you stop?” 

‘I seek your permission.’ 

“To work as a tutor? 

“Yes, if I am not able to get a job.’ 

‘What kind of job?’ 


Prava spoke her mind without any hesitation. 


11 


A feeling of pain was visible on ‘Tusharkanti’s face. Removing his 
hand from Kshanaprava’s he began to ponder for a while over 
Kshanaprava’s suggestion. Then he replied: ‘You want to take up a 
job! Now-a-days women are getting employed. You also take up a 
job and earn money. You'll live happily. Why do you seek my 
permission? I am incapable of making you happy. Why should I 
prevent you from working and obstruct you in fulfilling your desire? 
You take up a job, Prava! 
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Prava was startled to hear his words. He looked vacantly at 
Tusharkanti’s face. Actually he didn't give her permission. His words 
smacked of the injured pride of an incapable man and the 
selfishness of a man. Does she want to take up a job for her own 
pleasure? What happiness is there in her life? Why did her husband 
speak such harsh and cruel words? Does a man become conscious 
of his pride when he becomes incapable? 

She was filled with anger. She said: ‘I was not seeking 
permission to take up a job for my pleasure. 1 am responsible for 
the safety and well being of your self, mother and Nira. Because I 
am moderately educated, I was seeking permission for taking up a 
job to fulfill my duty.’ 

“You are responsible for our safety and well being. Then who 
will be responsible for your safety and well-being? 

Kshanaprava kept quiet. 

Tusharkanti continued to say: ‘Even if I am blind, invalid 
and incapable I am responsible for your safety and well being. 1 
must do my duty till I am alive. If 1 don’t get the job of a tutor I 
won't hesitate to beg with outstretched hand.’ 

Kshanaprava could not realize why she was to blame. She did 
not expect such sulky words from her husband’s mouth. Does her 
husband suspect her character? What right has he to suspect her? 
It is of no use to lodge a protest. Although he is invalid the pride 
of being a husband is still there in his mind. It is of no use to argue 
with him. She will do what she thinks to be right. 

Niharika came to her and said: ‘Nuau, I have cooked rice and 
pulses. What else shall I cook? 

Kshanaprava got an excuse to get away from Tusharkanti. 


She instructed Niharika to go to the kitchen and told her that she 
would follow her soon. 


Kshanaprava went to the kitchen. 

Tusharkanti tried to think over the matter. But he could not 
arrive at a decision. Kshanaprava would take up a job, she would 
be away from home and he will depend on her! The woman whom 
he had sworn to make happy would be somebody else’s obedient 
servant. How could he bear such humiliation? Accepting 
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Dushmanta’s unsolicited help would have been better. 

Dushmanta had told him: ‘Do I have anybody with me, 
Tushar? 1 have promised myself to dedicate my life to the service 
of the poor people. Come and stay with me in my house. Always I 
shall seek your advice. You carry on research at my home. Pravadevi 
will assist you. I'l procure all the books you need.’ 

Dushmanta’s proposal was noble. But Kshanaprava declined 
to accept it. She behaved foolishly. Now she has come forward to 
earn a livelihood by rendering service at somebody’s door. 


12 


THE room is lighted by an electric lamp. Sitting under an electric 
fan Dushmanta is writing something. A wall clock is ticking 
rhythmically to break the prevailing silence. There is a telephone 
on one side of the table. It is 8 O'clock at night. 

It is a spacious room in the upper floor of the two-storey 
building. On either side of the room, adjacent to the wall, are large 
store wells fitted with glass doors. Those are filled with law books 
and law reports. After his father's death Dusmanta has bought 
four more storewells and filled the empty spaces. Those storewells 
do not hold books on law but books on politics, history, geography 
and biographies of statesmen. Dushmanta reads these books 
whenever he finds time. 

In the hall of the ground floor there are also storewells filled 
with books. Those books range from crime fiction to world famous 
novels of Nobel laureates and are written in various languages such 
as English, Oriya, Hindi and Bengali. Dushmanta has read some 
of those books. He has the desire to read all those but he doesn't 
find time. When friends suggest reading particular books, he buys 
those books immediately. For a few days the books lie on the table 
and then those are kept in the storewells for future use. 

Dushmanta is a busy person. 
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He has left the legal profession. The old clients of his father 
still come for legal consultation but they have to go back. Efficient 
petition writers who are capable of outwitting inexperienced 
lawyers have left Dushmanta to work under other lawyers. 
Dushmanta doesn't mind it. His father has bequeathed him a lot 
of money. He had also purchased landed estates in the countryside. 
Dushmanta’s property won't be exhausted even if he sits idly 
without doing any work. Dushmanta himself has purchased shares 
in several companies. He is getting his shares of profit. He doesn’t 
need more money. He has pledged himself to spend his life by 
serving his country and its people. 

Haribabu has written from Singhbhum to send at least 
five hundred rupees. The tribal people must be taught Oriya 
language. A school has been established in a tribal village. The 
schoolhouse has already been constructed. Teachers have been 
appointed. The number of students is increasing day by day. 
The tribal people don’t want to be educated. Their children 
must be persuaded to come to school by offering them clothes, 
dresses, books and slates. 

‘The Biharis are trying to convert them to a Hindi speaking 
community. The Bengalis are conspiring to teach them Bengali. 
Dushmanta should send money immediately or else he should 
forget Singhbhum. 

A letter has been received from Midnapur. Madhubabu has 
written: Come soon. You will see the condition of people with your own 
eyes. They are behaving like blind people. They must be made to see 
things. What we need is propaganda. For Propaganda money is required. 
Donations have been collected. More funds need to be raised. Send quickly 
any amount of money you wish to donate. We expect one thousand rupees 
Jrom you. This is national duty! 

Rama Rao has written a letter from Manjusha. They have 
abolished Oriya language from local schools. Henceforward Oriya 
children will have to read Telugu. The Oriya culture is already extinct; 
the language will also become extinct. You call yourselves leader. If you 
write articles and deliver lectures at Cuttack, those will have no impact. 
Come here. Organize the people or render enough financial help to 
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organizations that want to fight. Or else, Jorget about this outlying 
separated tract. 

Rakhalbabu has written from Balasore: Shall we allow these 
People to die, Dushmantababu? I returned after visiting the rural areas 
yesterday. Cholera and smallpox are spreading like wild fire day by 
day. The ten volunteers I had taken with me have come back due to 
scarcity of medicine and lack of money for their provisions. Now public 
service has come to a standstill. The work will continue if you send 
money. 

Gobindababu has written a confidential letter: We know 
that you have sympathy for our principles. You will admit openly 
that this country belongs to the peasants and the labourers. The rest 
of the people are rapacious. They live by sucking the blood of peasants 
and labourers. You may not publicly join us but you can help us 
privately. 

Alekh, the rent collector of the village has informed that the 
situation is going to be serious. The tenants are not willing to pay 
rent. All have been united. The sharecroppers are arguing that the 
landlord has right over one-fourth of the produce and the rest 
belong to them. He has urged Dushmanta to go there and solve 
the problem. Dushmanta shouldn't blame him later on. 

Srimati Chandrakala has written from a big village of Cuttack 
district: You Anow, it is ridiculous to think of the welfare of the country 
unless the women folk are educated and their standard of living is raised. 
Without their development the country will continue to remain in the 
dark. Kindly pay a visit and see how the community centre and the 
girls’ school are functioning here. These institutions cannot be managed 
without money. 

There were some more letters. Those contained high- 
sounding words. All those who had written the letters have sought 
his help, sympathy, advice, blessings and benevolence. Dushmanta 
could feel that he was becoming an important person of the country. 
It was high time for him to join a political party. 

Which party will he join? Congress, Socialist, Communist, 
Unionist? Or no-party?:Joining no-party means he will associate 
himself with social work, women’s education and women’s 
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emancipation, eradication of casteism, cattle-welfare and growth 
of pasture, increase of food production, bringing wasteland under 
cultivation, tribal welfare and service to humanity. 

Dushmanta is unable to decide the right course of action for 
him. All these paths are uneven and full of thorns. It is easy to 
tread on a straight and convenient path. In that case one won't face 
difficulties. Treading the convenient path helps one in protecting 
one’s self-interest and ensures good health. Only one has to be a 
yes man and pliant. One won't disappoint anybody when he asks 
for something. I 

But how long can one give? What will happen when the 
money is exhausted? 

The best course of action will be to join a political party and 
to remain loyal to it in spite of the dangers and difficulties one 
may have to face. But it is not easy to choose a political party. All 
the parties have merits and demerits. Which party will suit his 
temperament? Dushmanta is pondering over this for several days. 
He has not yet been able to take a decision. Although he has not 
enrolled himself as a member of any particular party, he has 
supported all parties. Of course one day he will choose a political 
party. Till then he will have to pay the fine. Now he has to reply to 
the letters and pay some money. 

The telephone rang. Putting down the pen he held the receiver 
at his ear and listened attentively to the speaker. His face became 
calm. The receiver shook. He was told that Sunanda was a B.A. 
and Kshanaprava had passed L.A. The former was a- Christian and 
the latter was a Hindu. When he was asked to make a choice, 
Dushmanta left the decision to the speaker. He told the speaker: 
“You need not ask me. Appoint the person whom you think to be 
suitable for the job.’ 

He got the information from the speaker that the number of 
students of Jobra School was increasing day by day. The number 
had already become fifty, which included boys and girls of both 
higher caste and lower caste. Unless the school building is expanded 
and the number of teachers increased things will be out of control. 
If Sunandadevi is appointed there won't be any problem in future. 
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She demands a salary of sixty rupees a month and free 
accommodation. Kshanaprava is willing to accept any amount that 
will be decided taking her qualification into consideration. The 
speaker's suggestion was to appoint both the applicants as teachers. 

Dushmanta told the speaker: ‘Listen, Natabarbabu. You are 
the secretary of the School for Universal Education. The person 
whom you select will be appointed. At present we do not need two 
teachers. Already there are two.’ 

‘Then Mrs.— 

Without waiting to hear the name Dushmanta put the 
receiver down. 


13 


TUSHARKANTI was asleep. He woke up at 4 p.m. Niharika 
brought some light refreshments and kept near him. Drawing her 
brother’s attention, she said: ‘Brother I have brought refreshments 
for you.’ 

‘Call your Nuau here.’ Nira hesitated and then said: ‘She is 
not at home. She went out on a rickshaw at 2 p.m. She had 
instructed me to give you tea and refreshments.’ 

Tushar laughed aloud. Nira was startled by his laughter. Her 
brother never laughs loudly and has never become grave in the 
midst of laughter. Has her sister-in-law gone out without his 
knowledge? 

‘Tushar took refreshments and tea. Groping with his hand he 
brought his shirt and wore it. Wearing his sandals he stood up. He 
told Nira that he was going out on some work. She instructed her 
to tell her sister-in-law that he would return late. 

‘Where are you going, brother?’ 

‘Don't worry. 1 can grope my way along the road. It is better 
to make the habit of going alone. Don't you see many blind men 
doing that? 1 don’t like to sit idly at home. Jt will be better to go 
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out and roam around for sometime.’ 

‘No, please don't go out.’ 

‘Do you want to stop me, Nira? 

From the other room Laxmi shouted: ‘What is the matter?’ 

‘Brother is going somewhere.’ 

“Where do you want to go, Tushar? 

Groping his way Tusharkanti came outside. He didn't listen 
to his mother’s words. Following him Niharika also came out, held 
his hand and said: ‘Don't go, brother. I won't allow you to go. Listen, 
mother is calling you.’ 

How earnest her request was! 

Tusharkanti stopped. He thought for a while and then said: 
‘I have an urgent work, Nira. I must have to go. You are too young 
to understand my problem.’ 

‘Brother? 

Nira’s eyes were brimming with tears. Although Tusharkanti 
couldn't see it he could understand the agony of her younger sister's 
mind and heart. He could not move on. 

‘Brother, then let us go. I shall lead you holding your hand.’ 

‘Tears flowed from Nira’s eyes. 

‘Tushar was silent for a moment. Stroking her head 
affectionately he said: ‘You have to do that some day, but not today. 
The bell of a rickshaw is heard. See whether it is empty.’ 

Coming down to the road Niharika called the rickshaw puller. 
The rickshaw puller brought his rickshaw. Tushar sat on it and the 
rickshaw began to move. 

Wiping tears from her eyes Niharika came inside the house. 


14 


THE rickshaw stopped in front of Abanibabu’s house. 
The rickshaw puller asked for fare. ‘It was a long way, sir. Pay 
me eight annas. You know everything is dear now a days.’ 
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Tusharkanti put his hand inside his pocket. There was no 
money. He had no time to think about money. What will he do? 
Will he ask Abanibabu or Arun for money shamelessly? Fie! It 
will be a matter of shame and humiliation. 

Gathering his wits he said: ‘You stay here for some time. You 
will take me back home and get twice the fare for my travel to and 
fro. I won't be much late.’ 

‘No sir! I pull my rickshaw during daytime. Give me my fare. 
1 will go away. You will have enough rickshaws when you return.’ 

‘I have left my purse at home.’ 

“What a gentleman you are! You are hiring a rickshaw without 
having money in your pocket.’ 

‘Listen, I forgot to bring money. You see I am a blind man.’ 

‘Has blindness made you stupid? Don’t resort to cunning when 
1 have put in hard labour. Why are you reluctant to pay my fare? I 
have been dog-tired by pulling the rickshaw. My clothes are 
drenched with the sweat of my body. Even God won't forgive you 
if you don't pay my hard-earned money. Pay up immediately.’ 

Tusharkanti stood flabbergasted. A mere rickshaw puller, a 
Pana by caste, was insulting him. Was he destined for this? The 
rickshaw puller is not at fault. He is not pulling the rickshaw to 
help blind and invalid people. To fill his belly and to feed his family 
he is sweating his guts out without caring for his safety. Pulling 
the rickshaw has been painful to him and he doubts that he may 
not get the payment. Why should he think of good and evil, honor 
and dishonor? He wants the rickshaw fare, the wage, and the price 
of his labour. He has slogged his guts out and now he wants the 
price of his labour. 

Tusharkanti spoke softly: ‘Well, let’s go back. 1 don't mind if 
my work here is not done. You drop me at my house and 1 shall 
Pay you fare for my journey to and fro. Come.’ 

‘Don’t show off your goodness. The other day another 
gentleman spoke like you and took me to his place. When 1 
demanded the fare he threatened to thrash me with his shoes and 
said: ‘Rascal, you dropped me at the same place from which you 
had picked me up. Why do you ask for fare? Once I have learnt a 
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lesson. Do you think I shall repeat the same mistake? My rickshaw 
is like the mythical chariot. It won't return. Even though you are 
blind 1 learnt a lesson from you too. I promise, I shall never allow 
the blind, the lame, the deaf and people suffering from elephantiasis 
to sit on my rickshaw. Had you been anybody else I would have 
sullied your reputation today. Who cares for your goodness?’ 
Tusharkanti could not utter a word. The rickshaw puller went 
away clanging the bell. Tusharkanti knew it but he could not call 
him back. He thought that he had accepted charity for the first 


time from a mere rickshaw puller. 


15 


‘SIR, why are you standing there? Please come in.’ Arun, a fourteen- 
year-old, strong, healthy and handsome boy led Tusharkanti to his 
house by holding his hand. 

Tushar asked: ‘Is Abanibabu at home?” 

‘He is talking with the manager in the drawing room. When 
he saw you standing on the road he sent me to escort you. Please 
come with me, sir. The wound has left a scar on your head. That 
day you should have gone home in my father’s car because it was 
pitch dark and it was raining heavily. After your departure father 
came back in his car. We came to know about your accident after 
two days. Come to this side. There is pillar in front of you. This is 
the staircase leading to the upper stair. Sir, please hold my hand 
and come after me.’ 

‘Tushar had never gone to the upper floor of Abanibabu’s two- 
storey building. Today for the first time he is going there. Arun is 
talkative. Given the opportunity he will go on talking for a long 
time. 

Holding his hand Tushar went into Abanibabu’s drawing 
room. It was fairly cold. He could hear the whir of the electric fan. 
In the next room the radio was broadcasting a Bengali song sung 
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by a woman. In a plaintive voice the sulky woman was urging her 
lover to go back. 


16 


ABANIBABU said: ‘Good-morning Tusharbabu! Please come in.’ 
Holding his hand Arun seated Tushar on a cushioned chair. 
Abanibabu instructed: ‘Now you may go, Arun. Devote 

yourself to study. You won't be good at study if you roam about 

wearing fashionable clothes.’ 

Tushar greeted back. Though he couldn't see he could feel 
the airs and graces of rich people. The cool air of the electric fan 
gave him goose bumps—his skin hair standing on its ends. The 
music being broadcast by the radio was appearing like poison to 
his ears. The cushioned chair was mocking at him. 

Abanibabu said: ‘Listen, Mr. Manager. I am not afraid of the 
threat of strike even if the work is stopped and I don't care if we 
suffer the loss of some thousands of rupees. If we are afraid we 
cannot protect ourselves and control the situation. Already the 
work has stopped for the last three days. Let it stop for ten days 
more. Please call Gopalbabu.’ 

The manager left the room. Finding an opportunity 
Tusharkanti wanted to tell about the purpose of his visit. But 
Abanibabu started to speak. He said: ‘Look at these people. They 
are inducing the labourers unnecessarily to go on strike. All work 
has been stopped for the last three days. Who do you think will be 
the loser? It is good if one can earn one’s livelihood without doing 
any work.’ 

Tushar asked: ‘What is the reason behind this strike? 

‘All those slogans: What we get is not enough. Raise our wages 
by fifty percent. Give us one month's leave per year along with 
wages. Give us a share from your profit. Do everything for us; give 
everything even if we don't work.’ Abanibabu continued: ‘The few 
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loafers who have instigated those poor and stupid fellows in order 
to become cheap leaders and are earning their livelihood by taking 
donation beggar all description. They will turn around if I pay 
them money. But I won't do it. Once I pay I cannot escape from 
their clutches and they will continue to threaten me time and again.’ 

Gopalbabu came into the room along with the manager. 

Gopalbabu was about thirty years old. He was fair-skinned, 
slim and handsome. His hair was cut short. He was wearing a 
coarse hand-spun cloth. The shirt he wore and the bag he carried 
were also made of coarse hand-spun cloth. There was an insignia 
of sickle and hammer on his chest. He had spectacles over his 
sunken eyes. 

‘Good evening, Gopalbabu.’ 

‘Good evening.’ 

‘Please be seated.’ 

Gopalbabu and the manager sat on two chairs. 

Abanibabu pushed the calling bell. 

The servant entered the room. 

The dusk was approaching. The manager pressed the switch. 
The room dazzled with electric light. Abanibabu asked the servant 
to bring tea. 

The servant went away. With a smiling face Abanibabu asked: 
‘Do you think these problems cannot be solved? 

Gopalbabu replied: ‘Those can be solved provided you have 
the desire. Do you think seven hundred labourers have ceased work 
happily for the last three days? They don't get enough wages for 
their living. What option did they have except cease-work? You 
people are capitalists, they are destitute labourers. You grow your 
capital at the cost of their labour. They work hard but they are not 
able to maintain their family with their meager income. You people 
must take these things into consideration.’ 

Abanibabu kept quiet for a moment. Gopalbabu’s eyes 
brightened. Sitting face to face with a capitalist he has been able 
to speak the truth. He was seeking for this opportunity for a long 
time. 

‘Is it a crime to be a capitalist?’ 
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‘It is not the proper place to discuss the merits and demerits 
of a capitalist. I don't find any difference between a capitalist on 
the one hand and a thief, a robber or a murderer on the other. As 
the law is on your side you are treated as gentlemen. Remember, 
such things won't last forever.’ 

Abanibabu said: ‘Don't be agitated. Had I the desire to seek 
the protection of law, a dialogue with you wouldn't have been 
necessary. I am sure you are educated and intelligent. You called 
me a thief, a robber and a murderer to my face. Let me speak 
something straight. 

Have you ever thought about the future of the seven hundred 
workers whom you have instigated to cease work for the 
achievement of your goal? Where were they yesterday? Where 
would they go tomorrow? Ten years ago I had started my work as 
a contractor. I had fifty to sixty labourers. You must be aware that 
thousands of labourers are migrating from Orissa to other states 
every year in search of work. How unjust it is to leave the family 
and go in search of work to a foreign land and die in harness? 
Would you kindly tell me what arrangements have you made for 
providing employment to the people of this state? Can you tell me 
how many labourers you have served in the tea gardens of Assam?’ 

Abanibabu became silent. He brought out a cigarette from 
his golden cigarette case and held it between his lips and offered 
Gopalbabu a cigarette. With folded hands Gopalbabu gestured 
that he did not smoke and expressed his thankfulness for the offer. 

Abanibabu then offered a cigarette to Tushar. With folded 
hands Tushar said that he did not smoke. 

After lighting the cigarette Abanibabu said: ‘Listen 
Tusharbabu, some people want to reap benefit for them and become 
leaders by instigating poor and uneducated people. But can they 
deceive all people always? Gopalbabu, it is better to proceed with 
care. If you want the welfare of the workers, come to me and we'll 
plan together.’ 

Gopalbabu smiled at him. 

Abanibabu realized that Gopalbabu was mocking at him. 
Ignoring his smile Abanibabu continued to speak: “Ten years ago 
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when I came in contact with these poor labourers 1 realised their 
sorrows and sufferings. 1 vowed to alleviate their suffering. But 
how would I do it? Can 1 alleviate their suffering by distributing 
all my earning among them and making my coffers empty? 
Gopalbabu, you tell me what I should do.’ 

Gopalbabu said: ‘Do you think you have alleviated their 
suffering?’ 

‘I know, I have not yet succeeded. But I hope I can succeed if 
] get help, cooperation and encouragement from all of you. First, 
we have to bring back to our state the four lakh Oriyas who have 
migrated to other states and are earning their livelihood by working 
hard under humiliating conditions. Try to realize how much 
manpower Orissa is losing when labourers migrate to foreign lands. 
If the people of other states are getting a profit of eight annas 
from the labour of each Oriya worker, our state is losing two lakhs 
of rupees a day. The loss comes to sixty lakhs a month and seven 
crores and twenty lakhs a year. It will be more, may be ten crores.’ 

Tusharkanti heard all this with rapt attention. Gopalbabu was 
perturbed. He felt like asking something but kept mum. 

Abanibabu argued: ‘If this amount of ten corers is turned 
into capital and that capital is invested in industry, it won't take 
long to eradicate poverty from our state. 1 had vowed that the 
people of my state would come back to my state, work here and 
live happily. They won't migrate to other states. See what 1 have 
done during the last ten years. I have built an aluminum factory, a 
soap factory and set up a sugar mill and a chemical plant. Seven 
hundred people are working and 1 pay monthly salary ranging from 
thirty rupees to fifteen hundred rupees.’ 

Gopalbabu retorted: ‘You are accumulating capital by sucking 
the blood of seven hundred people. Forcing them into hell, you 
are enjoying the comforts of heaven. Are you doing justice to them?’ 

Abanibabu laughed. He said: ‘You speak of heavenly comforts. 
1 have only a single belly to feed. Thinking of their welfare I am 
unable to sleep at night. All the money I have saved will be spent 
for their welfare. The plan is ready. A textile mill will be set up. 
Can you guess how many fellow Oriyas I shall be able to bring 
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back from other states? My intention is noble. I have inspired 
several friends with these ideas. Wait for only ten years. Allow me 
some time to make my state industrially prosperous. Let the sons 
of the soil come back and live happily. Then only you will do 
whatever you want. Don't spoil my plan from the beginning. Don’t 
wreck the lives of the people about whom you are so much 
concerned. You have incited the workers to go on strike. The work 
has stopped and cease-work has led to losses. Let all the industries 
collapse. How do 1 lose? Think deeply. 1 won't be the loser. You 
accuse me of amassing capital. I won't starve to death if I give it to 
you or distribute it among the workers. 1 work more than you people 
do. I can maintain myself. You will bring ruin to the people for 
whose welfare you are working. I am sorry to say that it will happen. 
You cannot convert Orissa, for that matter India, to an America or 
a Russia within a day. It will take time, a lot of time. You have to 
wait.’ 

Tusharkanti sighed. 

Gopalbabu looked grave. 


17 


THE servant informed that the mistress of the house was waiting. 

Abanibabu stood up. Holding Gopalbabu’s hand he said: 
‘Please come. We shall take tea. Tusharbabu, you please come.’ 

Then he asked the manager to call Arun's new tuition master 
and accompany him. 

They were at the tea table. The radio was broadcasting music. 
The fan was whirring. A bulb was emitting blue light. Hemangini 
herself served different types of refreshments, sweets, fruits and 
finally tea. 

After the tea was served, Abanibabu introduced the three 


guests to Hemangini. 


‘Do you know Hema? This is Gopalbabu.’ 
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‘Good evening.’ 

Gopal greeted back with folded hands. 

“This is Subodhbabu, Arun's new teacher.’ 

‘Good evening.’ 

Subodhbabu greeted back. 

‘This is Tusharbabu.’ 

Hemangini could not wish him through words nor could she 
greet with the gesture of folded hands. Hemangini knew everything 
about Kshanaprava’s plight. 

‘Can't you recognize Tusharbabu? He was Arun's tuition 
master.’ 

‘Good evening.’ 

Tusharkanti greeted her with folded hands. 

The servant brought betel in a pot and put it on the table. 
Hemangini receded slowly from the room. 

The clock struck. It was seven o'clock at night. Abanibabu 
requested Gopalbabu to think over what he had suggested. He 
said: ‘I am ever ready for working out a solution. You explain 
everything to the workers. You yourself reckon the profit and the 
loss. Think of the general interest of the country and the people. 
You must come tomorrow. We will discuss the matter again. When 
very important problems are being solved, can't you sort out this 
problem? It is wrong to think that a factory owner is an enemy of 
the country and hence he is contemptible. That the capitalist is a 
devil is an erroneous idea. Think once why Europe and America 
are developed. Our country is penurious. Before we learn to be 
self-dependent should we axe our legs and die? If you could come 
tomorrow, we would discuss the matter elaborately. No problem in 
this world has remained unsolvable forever.’ 

Gopalbabu said: ‘I will certainly come. The deadlock should 
be broken as soon as possible. But you must be prepared to sacrifice 
a lot.’ 

‘It is late. How do you propose to go? Tusharbabu won’t go 
on a rickshaw. Mr. Manager, tell the driver to take these gentlemen 
in my car and drop them at their places.’ 

Gopalbabu said: ‘I live near by. I can walk the distance. You 
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need not be worried for me.’ Tushar said: ‘I shall go on a rickshaw.’ 

Abanibabu said: ‘No, you will go by my car.’ 

Abanibabu did not ask why Tusharkanti had come to him. 
Tusharkanti also did not say anything about the purpose of his 
visit. He didn't want to say. A new tutor has been appointed to 
teach Arun. He has to go back with thwarted hopes. Kshanaprava 
might have arranged a job for herself. Finally he will have to hang 
on her. Kshanaprava is an embodiment of pity and forgiveness. 
Forgetting herself she works for others. He has no hope to make 
her happy by sacrificing himself rather he would burden her with 
sorrows and sufferings. 

His heart was filled with anguish. 


Abanibabu’s car was moving at top speed. 


18 


THE twenty-first day of the birth of the baby will be observed on 
the seventh day of the bright fortnight of the month of Shravan. 
Only five days lay ahead. 

The ceremony will be observed in the house of 
Parashurambabu, the zamindar of Bijipur. He has been blessed 
with a son at the age of forty-nine. It is a rare thing. Although his 
landed estate is small, he is still a zamindar. The thirty-six sub 
castes are his tenants. Of course, people are agitating for the 
abolition of zamindari’. Some wicked tenants, being misguided, 
are not paying land-rent. Parashurambabu is worried. However, 
he has been blessed with a son at the age of forty-nine. The son 
will offer pinda® at the anniversaries of his death. Now he should 
not mind the expenses. 

All arrangements have been made. Thiapala? will be 
performed. Friends and relatives will be invited. Villagers, tenants 
and people belonging to thirty-six sub castes will be treated to a 
feast. Gifts will be distributed for three days. Every thing has been 
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done in accordance with the advice of the priest and the accountant 
of his landed estate. A lot of money will be spent. It may be five 
thousand rupees. His money may be spent but he won't lose his 
prestige. His son, the-would be zamindar will be given a name 
during the ceremony. It is not a small thing. He is prepared to 
spend money. 

The son will be given a name. He will be known to the world 
with that name. Several people have chosen several names such as 
Rama, Shyama, Durgadas-names after different deities. Some have 
advised him not to give an old fashioned name but to choose the 
name of one of the patriots such as Mohandas, Rabindranath, 
Gopabandhu and Madhusudan. Suren Mitra, the headmaster of 
the local M.E. school has suggested new type of names such as 
Nabotkal, Azad Hind, Atom Bomb and Nachhod Bandha!’®. 

Parashuram took the suggestion as a joke. The humble barber 
said: ‘He is too small a baby. May God give him long life! What’s 
there in a name? It will be better to call him Hadibandhu!!. A 
name doesn't make one great but one’s greatness makes one’s name 
famous.’ 

Parashuram was not worried about the name. T he priest would 
decide it. To conduct the function smoothly was more important. 
He has decided to purchase a gold necklace for his wife, gold 
bracelets and a gold chain for his little son. He has to go to Cuttack 
once to buy all these ornaments. 

Parashuram’s head starts reeling when he thinks of Cuttack. 
His heart heaves. For a long time he has not gone to Cuttack. The 
accountant of his estate goes there to attend court cases whenever 
necessary. He can manage to purchase saris and ornaments through 
the accountant but Pravati is insisting that Parashuram himself 
should go, order for a necklace of new design and purchase it for 
her. Parashuram doesn’t want to hurt the feelings of his wife. 

Whenever the name Cuttack is mentioned, the image of 
Kshanaprava appears before his eyes. Though she was a girl child, 
he had spent three thousand rupees to celebrate the twelfth day of 
her birth. The memory of the occasion is still fresh in his mind. 
Now Kshanaprava is staying at Cuttack. He has heard about her 
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tales of woe from people who have met her. She is leading a 
miserable life with her husband. In spite of her suffering never has 
she written a letter about her troubles nor has she sent a message. 
‘There are limits to one’s anger and mood swings. Though she is 
educated, she has no wisdom. 

Pravati twists her face whenever Kshanaprava’s name is 
mentioned. Parashuram has started a new life with Pravati after 
marrying her. She has many good qualities. She is very much 
admired. She is an expert in household work. She is kindhearted. 
Her only fault is that she is irritated to hear Kshanaprava’s name. 
When her name is mentioned Pravati would start crying citing an 
old and serious incident and embitter Parashuram’s feelings. 

She would speak disparagingly of Kshanaprava: ‘Yes, she is 
your daughter. She is educated. I have preserved her letter till date. 
She had returned the money you had sent. Does a daughter insult 
her father like this? Well, has she written a letter about her 
suffering? I may be a stranger for her but you are her father and 
she is your daughter. She will write to you only after my death and 
inquire after you. I observe that you are constantly pining for her. 
You have made me stand between your daughter and yourself. 1 
have not come here on my own. You have brought me here.’ 

Now Kshanaprava has a new brother but she has not been 
formally intimated through a letter. Several times Parashuram has 
thought of writing to her but has hesitated to write. He has tried 
hard to convince Parvati about the desirability of writing the letter 
but his persuasions have failed. She is repeating the same old story 
and resorting to the same old cry, sulkiness, and silent anger, stormy 
silence that result in loss of peace. 

The twenty-first day of his son's birth will be observed. 
Invitations have been sent out to many people. The letter of 
invitation to his daughter has neither been posted nor sent through 
a barber.* Outsiders are critical of this act of omission. Parashuram 
is well aware of this. But what can he do? He wants to relate to his 


daughter but he is forced to hide his feeling. He is enraged by his 


* Traditionally the barber acts as a messenger on an auspicious occasion. 
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daughter's stupidity. He rationalized their estrangement by saying 
that he doesn’t have a daughter and Kshanaprava doesn't have a 
father. Though his rational mind prompts him to say so, he feels 
churned up inside. 

The carriage is ready. Parashuram will go to Cuttack. His 
accountant and Basu Behera will accompany him. Various things 
will be purchased and brought home. The accountant will take 
care of those things. But it is Parashuram’s responsibility to purchase 
the clothes and the ornaments. 


19 


IT was eight O’clock at night. Sitting on the bedstead with 
spectacles on his eyes Parashurambabu was perusing a list of items. 
The weight of his massive body lay on the round pillow. There 
was a lantern on the table. He could hear the cry of his baby boy 
coming from the front room. 

Pravati entered the room. She has delivered the baby recently. 
She has become weak. The champak-yellow colour of her skin has 
turned pale. It has lost its sheen. Her oval-shaped face was looking 
bony. Her large eyes under her exuberant eyebrows were 
conspicuous. Her long nose was looking like a ridge in a ploughed 
field. She has delivered a baby for the first time. She has narrowly 
escaped from death. Her life has been saved by Dr. Debaraj’s 
homeopathic medicine. 

‘Are you going to Cuttack early this morning? 

Parashuram raised his head. A smile flashed in the withered 
lips of his toothless face. Putting aside the list of items he said: 
‘Please be seated. The baby is crying there?’ 

Stretching her legs, Pravati sat on one side of the bedstead. 
She said: ‘The baby is crying because the mid-wife is warming 
him by the fire. What I want to say is that you must bring a fine 
cloth for Debarajbabu. Had he not attended me, I would have 
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died. He has brought me back from Yamapur®. He is a good man.’ 

‘All right, Parashuram said.’ 

Parashuram didn't think of Dr. Debaraj as a good man. He 
wears coarse handspun cloth but talks big. He is inciting the tenants 
against him. He has been discredited by many scandals. 
Nevertheless he prescribes medicine after diagnosing the disease 
properly. He takes money for giving medicine. It is not necessary 
to discuss about him. He should not be close with him and create 
an opportunity to make the family secrets public. 

He cannot share these things with Pravati. 

In a hesitant voice Pravati asked: ‘Have you sent the invitation 
to Prava’s house? 

Parashuram was flabbergasted. He is always cautious about 
family peace. It is better to keep quiet. When family peace is broken 
outsiders enjoy it by clapping hands. The enemies laugh at it. 
Maybe, availing the opportunity Pravati has come to caution him. 
Parashuram has taken a decision. Between his wife and daughter 
he has chosen his wife. He won't look hither and thither. 

Parashuram stared at Pravati’s face. Pravati lowered her gaze. 
Parashuram said: ‘Never before have we sent any message to her 
house. Why shall we send this one? 

Pravati snarled at him: ‘Is it my fault that you never sent any 
message? Why should people blame me? Have 1 ever dissuaded 
you from sending any message or enquiring after her? What can I 
do if your daughter is reduced to penury? I have not stopped you 
from doing something for her. Why should the outsiders blame 
me? Why don't you send the message to your daughter? 

Without losing his cool, Parashuram said: ‘Why do you hear 
what others say? To my mind I didn't ever have a daughter Prava 
by name nor do 1 have such a daughter now. I never think of her. 
She is reaping the fruits of her own action. What’s the use of 
sending the message to her? It will be wrong to utter her name in 
our house.’ 

Pravati stood up. She thought for a moment and then said: I 
don’t know whether it is right or wrong. But people are blaming 
me. They don't blame others. They say that because I am a 
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stepmother, I am not concerned about her well being. Even I don't 
ask a word about her. Why should I lay myself open to such censure? 
You are her father and she is your daughter. You must enquire 
after her. Why shall I stand between you and her? 

Parashuram unwittingly said: ‘Did people criticize for the first 
time? Had you cared for their criticism my daughter wouldn't have 
been alienated so much.’ 

Somehow his suppressed grief of several years raised its head. 
All the incidents beginning from Kshanaprava’ birth till date came 
to his mind one after another. Though tears did not spring from 
his stony eyes, his heart started aching. 

‘Turning aside, Pravati started hissing like an angry snake: 
‘Do you mean to say that 1 alienated your daughter? Why do you 
vilify me? Would you talk like this because you are feeding my 
belly with a handful of rice? All of you are innocent, only I am to 
blame! 

Pravati started weeping. 

Parashuram said: ‘It’s of no use to accuse anybody. Things 
happen inevitably and take their own course. Prava is living in 
penury. Our relationship with her has been severed. Let it be so. 
It’s better for us not to talk about her in our house. Turn a deaf 
year to the criticism of others. I request you not to tell me anything 
about her anymore. You have not alienated her, I have done it.’ 

‘Have you done it for my sake?’ 

No, for the sake of the infant you have given birth to.’ 

‘What do you mean? You are blaming a baby who is not yet 
twenty-one days old.’ 

‘I don't blame anybody. That which is inevitable is bound to 
happen. Go away from here or speak of other things. Don't utter 
Prava’s name before me. Prava doesn’t exist. She is as good as dead 
for me.’ 

Parashuram was choked with emotion. He stopped talking 
and became silent. He took the spectacles off his eyes and held the 
same in his hand. Getting down from the bedstead he stood on 
the floor. Never had he argued with Pravati on any topic. He could 
not understand why the suppressed grief of his heart came out 
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today through the words of his mouth. Sometimes one loses control 
over one’s words and speaks something one doesn’t want to say. A 
man is a slave to the words he utters but a master of his innermost 
thought. Being careless, he has deliberately committed a mistake. 
He will have to repent for several days. It is better to go away from 
Pravati’s presence. 

Pravati ruminated over the matter. She said: ‘The letter of 
invitation will be sent to Prava’s house. Do you hear me?’ 

Parashuram was going away without giving a reply, but he 
stopped. He wanted to speak something but he did not speak. 

Pravati asked again: ‘Do you hear me?’ 

Parashuram said: ‘She need not be invited. She has never 
enquired after her father. Joys and sorrows are common in this 
world. None can change the decree of fate. I loved Kshanaprava 
more than I love myself. 1 was giving her education in a college. I 
had great hopes that my daughter would be sincere and obedient. 
She would lead a happy married life. What did she do? Ultimately 
she brought disgrace on me. 1 felt insulted on account of her 
misdeed. Won't 1 sulk over it? She is arrogant. She is proud of her 
education. She has been struck by misfortune. Should she insult 
her father for this? Has she ever written a letter? Has she enquired 
after her parents? Let the people say whatever they like. Only when 
she humbles herself, bows her head down at your feet and 
apologizes to you, she will be your daughter. You wait for that day. 
Why do you think of her today?’ 

Pravati stared vacantly at him. Bravo, men-folk! They know 
the art of speaking. How skillfully they can speak of contradictory 
things! Whatever her husband may say, nobody will accuse in future 
that the stepmother has a grudge against her stepdaughter. The 
servants of the household are hearing what the father is telling. 
Tomorrow he cannot lay the blame on Pravati. She has advocated 
insistently in Prava’s favour. What can Pravati do if his anger does 
not subside? 

Pravati still argued: ‘You are going to Cuttack. Go to her house 
once. Enquire after her and bring her with you. The son-in-law 


may be blind but still he is your son-in-law. Bring the daughter 
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and son-in-law to our house and ask them to stay here for a few 
days. Nothing remains forever. It is better to forget the past.’ 

‘Are you joking? 

‘No, I am telling the truth.’ 

‘Can you yourself go and bring her? 

‘Is it the right time for me to go? 

“Will you write a letter and send it through a messenger? 

‘Shall I write only to be humiliated? Has she ever come to 
me as a daughter? Has she sat with me? Has she spoken a kind 
word? I have been won over by her love and affection towards me 
before her marriage! 

‘Then how do you tell me to bring her here?” 

‘Why? You have servants in your house. Many people of the 
village will come to talk with her. It won't matter if Prava doesn't 
like me and I don't like her. But the outsiders won't blame me 
anymore.’ 

‘I have just told you not to hear what the outsiders say. It is 
better not to bring Prava into the ambit of our discussion. None 
will forbid her if she comes to see her parents of her own volition. 
If she persists in not coming here let her not come. She has not yet 
shown her face! 

Pravati didn't have anything else to say. She won't feel guilty 
anymore. Nobody can point an accusing finger at her. She kept 
quiet. 

Suppressing his innermost feelings Parashuram could remove 
the discord between himself and Pravati by clever use of words. 
He knew Pravati very well. She is eager to lay the blame on others. 
She reacts violently whenever she hears Prava’s name. Today she is 
posing to be good and considerate. In order to avoid a quarrel 
Parashuram is ready to take the blame onto him. 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


KANHU CHARAN MOHANTY 51 


20 


KSHANAPRAVA was disappointed. 

Being advised by Natabarababu and with great expectation 
she had come in a hurry to know the results. She had not revealed 
her desire before Tusharkanti or Niharika. At noon when her tired 
husband was asleep, she had come hurriedly to Jobra in a rickshaw 
after instructing Niharika to close the door. Had she got the job, 
with how much joy she would have revealed the news before 
Tushar? She would have sought his permission for the job lying 
prostrate at his feet. 

She did not get the job. Old Natabarababu regretted to say 
that the President had selected Sunanda as the new teacher. He 
himself had not recommended for anybody in particular rather he 
had requested Dushmantababu to appoint both the applicants. 
But he did not agree. The expenses of the school far exceed the 
income. The income from donations and tuition fee of students is 
not much. Dushmantababu makes up the deficit. How much will 
he pay from his personal income? He decided to appoint only one 
teacher to reduce expenditure. 

Natabarababu begged excuse for the trouble he had given to 
Kshanaprava. 

Kshanaprava heard everything patiently. She has failed in 
the first attempt. She felt bad. She was ashamed to know that she 
was unfit for the job. She thought that she had suffered a loss of 
prestige. It appeared to her that somebody has crushed her desire 
to make her aware that the world is apathetic towards the sorrows 
and sufferings, hopes and aspirations of an individual. It is a selfish 
world of give and take. When one gives, one tries to reap the reward 
for giving. Sunanda is fit but she is unfit for the post. So she has to 
go back. 

She was ashamed to stand up. Sitting on the chair at the 
other side of the table Natabar was staring at her. His sympathetic 
eyes seemed to say that he had committed a crime by saying ‘no’ to 
her. This beautiful, simple and educated girl of a Hindu family 
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sitting in front of him would not have come out seeking for a job 
had she not been in trouble. She had come with great expectation 
and eagerness, but she has to return frustrated. Her face has turned 
pale and she is on the verge of tears. But he cannot help her. 

Lowering his gaze Natabar said: ‘Don't lose hope. I shall plead 
for you before Dushmantababu. I had recommended for the 
appointment of two teachers. Maybe he would have agreed had I 
myself gone to him. I shall go to him and recommend your case.’ 

Kshanaprava was astounded. She didn’t know that Dushmanta 
was the head of that institution. Had she known it she would not 
have applied. Will she be an object of his pity? To be out of his 
sphere she had come forward to earn her livelihood by taking a 
job. Now it seems Dushmanta, this man of great wealth is standing 
before her and inviting her. 

The wall clock struck four. 

Kshanaprava stood up. She greeted Natabarbabu with folded 
hands and said: ‘I put you into trouble. I don't have the requisite 
qualification. Don't request anybody to show me a favour. Sunanda 
is my friend. Good bye? 

The telephone rang. Holding the receiver Natabar said: ‘Yes, 
all right. Who is Tushar? O! Listen, Kshanaprava Devi.’ 

Kshanaprava turned round anxiously. Being perturbed she 
said: ‘T have not told you to request anybody for doing me a favour. 
I don't want to serve in your school.’ 

‘Why? 

‘I don't want to be anybody’s object of pity. Thank you.’ 

Kshanaprava rushed out of Natabarbabu’s office. 

The rickshaw sped down the road. 

Kshanaprava had a stream of thought in her mind. She has 
failed in her effort, her hopes have been shattered and her pride 
has been broken. With desire unfulfilled, she is returning to her 
humble home. She is surrounded by wants. She has to pay the 
arrears towards house rent, milk, and firewood and laundry bills. 
After borrowing two rupees from her neighbour she had purchased 
rice and pulses. The same has been exhausted. All are asking for 
their arrear dues. How long can she postpone payment always 
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promising to pay the next day? She feels ashamed to look at anyone’s 
face. 

Can her husband work as a tutor? He doesn’t have a close 
relative in this world. He wants to depend on his friend. But how 
long can a friend help? Why is he so obstinate? How will she 
convince him? When she tries to advise him, he takes it otherwise. 
When she protests he becomes irritated. What will she do? 

How will she manage the house today? Nothing is left in the 
house. 

She recollected that her possessions have not been used up 
completely. Two golden earrings are still there in her ears. These 
earrings were the only gift her husband had given her during his 
service career. 

‘Hey! Let’s go towards the Marwari Colony.’ 

The rickshaw moved fast. 


21 


IT is 5 p.m. Cold wind has started blowing. It is chilling the body. 
Many horse-drawn carriages, motor vehicles and rickshaws are 
moving on the wide road. Crowds of people are surging to and fro. 
Sales and purchases are going on in the shops. There is a great 
rush and a lot of noise too. All are busy. Lots of people with myriad 
motives and intentions are moving on the wide road. All are human 
beings each having a pair of hands and a pair of legs. All are anxious 
for peace, pleasure and happiness. 

On that inanimate wide road life is surging along. Kina 
Samal’s rickshaw is rolling. Although the rickshaw is old, human 
hopefulness has given it a new lease of life. It has ferried hundreds 
of riders of various types, with myriad motives. 

‘Stop here.’ 

The rickshaw halted in front of a jewelry shop. The shop was 


crowded. Several rickshaws were lined up in a row. There were 
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horse drawn carriages and motorcars too. 

Kshanaprava pulled out the rings from her ears. Clutching 
the rings in one of her hands she entered the shop. ‘The people 
stood aside to make way for her. She looked around. Gold and 
silver ornaments were hanging inside the showcase. Precious stones 
of various colours were sparkling. The jewelry shop was looking 
like Kuber’s!3 store room—beautiful and attractive. There were 
various types of glittering gold ornaments. 

These gold ornaments are models of skilled artisans’ craft, 
signs of their perseverance. All these are meant for her and for 
women like her. These ornaments are burning and bright tokens 
of affection, liking and love. Ornaments adorn a woman's body 
and make her beautiful. They also acquire beauty by coming in 
contact with the woman’s body. Like a chain ornaments bind a 
woman's body but the chain of love and affection binds her mind 
and her ego. Then she bows down her head. 

It is big shop. Different types of ornaments displayed in the 
showcases have been kept in charge of different persons. Taking 
her for a big customer a salesman showed her gold rings of various 
designs. Pointing at a particular ring he said: ‘Nowadays people 
prefer this design. The jewels set in this ring are not very costly. 
The ring costs only one hundred twenty three rupees and eight 
annas. Mrs. Pradhan has purchased one such ring today. Please 
look at it.’ 

Kshanaprava looked around with frightened eyes. There were 
several ladies and gentlemen. All had come to buy ornaments, none 
was selling. All were watching the ornaments and casting furtive 
glances at her. How will she speak of selling her earrings? How 
will she go back without selling or buying any thing? Without any 
intention of buying she has already inspected rings, earrings, 
necklaces and gold bangles of various designs one after another. 
The salesman is patiently enquiring about her choice while showing 
the ornaments and putting those back in the showcases one after 
another. 

By this time some have started watching her closely. Her face 
is burning with shame. She saw several ornaments, examined them 
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and returned the same to the salesman but didn't say whether she 
approved or disapproved of those ornaments. The shop assistant 
said humbly: ‘I think none of the ornaments was up to your choice. 
There were ornaments of various other designs. They have been 
sold during this marriage season. Orders have been placed. If you 
kindly come to our shop after a couple of days I can show you 
several ornaments of up-to-date fashion. Please allow us just two 
days’ time.’ 

The civilized world believes in sophistication and 
showmanship. Kshanaprava was feeling shy of selling her 
ornaments. She tried to muster courage to speak about selling her 
earrings, but she couldn't. Will she reveal before so many people 
that she is lowly and poor? By doing that she would lose her self- 
respect. What will the onlookers, who were casting furtive glances 
curiously expecting her to buy costly ornaments, think? They will 
laugh at her. What will the salesman, who was showing the 
ornaments carefully, think? 

Kshanaprava stood up. Without uttering a word she came 
down to the road. Her legs were trembling slightly. She thought 
all the people inside the shop were staring at her from the back 
and mocking at her. It seemed to her that they had come to know 
about her intention of visiting the shop. 

It is a matter of shame. To lead a poverty-stricken life is a 
matter of shame. 

She sat on the rickshaw. The rickshaw puller got ready to 
pull it. 

A horse-drawn carriage halted in front of the shop. From the 
other side another rickshaw was coming. Its bell was clanging. 
There was no way to steer the course of the rickshaw on which 
Kshanaprava was sitting. 

The door of the horse-drawn carriage opened. First 
Parashuram got down from the carriage. His old accountant 
followed him. Parashuram looked at Kshanaprava. 

Couldn't he recognize her? Was he absent-minded? He went 
straight into the shop. He did not look back. His accountant 


followed him. 
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The rickshaw moved. It covered some distance. Kshanaprava 
didn’t have time to think and take a decision. She suddenly shouted: 
‘Stop the vehicle.’ 

The vehicle stopped but Kshanaprava didn't get down. One 
single issue has perturbed her mind. Couldn't he recognize her? 
Not from afar, but from close proximity he looked at her carefully, 
saw her and then returned his glance. Can it be true that he could 
not recognize her? How could she recognize him? Will she go 
back to him, tell him all her woes? She would tell him how he has 
forgotten her for a long time after giving her away in marriage on 
the altar and sending her to her husband’s house. 

Her eyes were filled with tears and heart was stricken with 
grief. 

For her a father is greater than anybody else in the world. 
What offence did she commit? Was it an offence to reveal her 
heart before him? He hated her. He didn’t enquire after her and 
kept himself aloof from her. 

Her husband has become blind, invalid and poor. 

Did he curse her husband? 

She doesn’t need his help or sympathy. She doesn't seek his 
advice nor does she expect his blessings. Bowing before him she 
would beg an answer to a question that torments her: ‘Who else 
would have given protection to a motherless child and before whom 
would she have revealed her heart? 

‘Madam, I pull the rickshaw only during day time.’ 

It was not yet evening, but it was late afternoon. Her thought 
was interrupted by the rickshaw puller’s words. She said: ‘Let’s go.’ 

‘The rickshaw moved on. 

‘Hello! Do you know any small goldsmith’s shop nearby? 

The rickshawpuller said: ‘Yes, there are some shops ahead. 
But these goldsmiths are swindlers. Moreover, ornaments to your 
liking won't be available there. One month back I had purchased a 
pair of rings for my wife. The goldsmith had charged thirty rupees 
and told me that the gold was pure. 1 don't know what coating he 
had given on the ornaments. They were looking as attractive as 
turmeric but now those are faded and are looking white.’ 
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Kshanaprava instructed him to stop his vehicle in front of 
the first goldsmith’s shop that would come on their way. 


22. 


THE evening lamp was not yet lighted. Kshanaprava arrived at 
her residence. Leaning against the wooden pillar of the front 
veranda, Niharika was standing with a pale face. Descending from 
the veranda to the road she came near the rickshaw and asked: 
‘Where had you been till now, Nuau? Eh! Your face looks extremely 
pale. Mother was asking for you. You went out without taking 
your food. The boiled rice has dried up and is looking like dry 
grains. After waking up from sleep brother was asking for you. 
Dushmantababu had come here by car. One hour back brother 
went out with him. The old lady from the carpenter’s house had 
come here Nuau. She asked for money and abused us with ugly 
words.’ 

Kshanaprava got down from the rickshaw. Making no 
response to Niharika’s words she instructed her: ‘First take these 
things and keep them inside the house. Then we shall talk. Hey, 
rickshaw puller, please carry this sack of rice inside the house. Nira, 
you carry these small packets.’ 

The rickshaw was loaded with rice, pulses, spices, vegetables 
and small packets of tea. 

Nira did what she was instructed to do. 

‘The rickshaw puller went away. 

Looking at her sister-in-law’s pale face Nira asked: ‘What 
did you do with your earrings, Nuau? 

A smile flashed on Kshanaprava pale face. Stroking Nira’s 
head with her hand she spoke lovingly: ‘They are in the jeweller’s 
shop? 
P yo sold them Nua! You don't have any other ornament.’ 
Nira’s eyes brimmed with tears. 
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Holding her face and kissing her cheeks Kshanaprava said: 


‘Keep quiet about it. You all are my bejeweled ornaments.’ 


2 


SUKANTI began to think whether Hemangini’s words are true. 
In the past Dushmanta used to love Kshanaprava. Is he still pining 
for her and for that matter turning down all marriage proposals? 
Is that the reason why he is indifferent to all things? Is that the 
reason for which he is squandering money on undeserving people 
and spending most of his time in blind Tuharkanti’s house? 

Dushmanta alone didn’t love Kshanaprava. Sukanti herself 
used to love her more than a mother loves her daughter. She had 
both beauty and virtue. She was also intelligent. She was 
Hemangini’s classmate and friend. Dushmanta's father Anantababu 
was full of affection for her and wanted to make her daughter-in- 
law. Soon after sending the marriage proposal he had gladly ordered 
for various types of costly ornaments and collected the same for 
Kshanaprava, his would be daughter-in-law. Kshanaprava became 
somebody else’s daughter-in-law but those ornaments are still 
preserved. She hopes someday or other someone will come to her 
house as a daughter-in-law and wear the ornaments. 

Anantababu went to his heavenly abode. Hemangini went to 
another's house as daughter-in-law. Sukanti is still living bearing 
the burden of grief over her head. It is true that Dushmanta has 
refused to marry. He has vowed never to marry. He does not want 
to lose his freedom by getting married. He will devote himself to 
the service of the nation and its people. 

She feels sad to think that her only son who is the scion and 
the glory of her family has chosen a wrong path. He has abandoned 
his legal profession. He is not taking adequate care of the landed 
estate. He devotes all his time to study, writing, and attending 
meetings and conferences. Different types of people from different 
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places come to meet him. His door is open to all. He treats all of 
them as his guests. Apart from entertaining them with food and 
drink, he will give them liberal donations. How long will he manage 
like this? Even the wealth of Kuber will be exhausted if it is used 
extravagantly. 

Sometimes dark clouds of sorrow pervade Sukanti’s mind. 
She has only one son but he does not conduct himself well. She 
becomes agitated. Neither the blue beams of electric light nor the 
cool air of the electric fan can calm her down. The air ruffles her 
hair. The lips of her toothless mouth tremble. Her eyes brim with 
warm tears. 

Sukanti is unhappy. She doesn’t have financial difficulty 
nevertheless she is unhappy. She had given birth to four sons before 
Dushmanta’s birth but where are they now? They had sat on her 
lap, they had laughed, played and danced in this house but they 
returned to their original abode one after another. What signs have 
they left? Only four enlarged photographs hanging on the wall, 
four deep scars in her heart and tears in her eyes! 

Her only pleasure is that Dushmanta is living in this world. 
She is scared of looking closely at Dushmanta’s face. Her disturbed 
mind hesitates to call him as her own. She cannot believe that he 
will be a good human being and get married. May Lord 
Radhamadhab bless him with a long life! Let him do whatever he 
likes. Let him know the world. He is educated and intelligent. Let 
him interact with people. Let him live. He will learn from his 
experience. Radhamadhab will come to his rescue. It won't matter 
if money, land and estate are lost. 

What harm is there? All people of the world don't have riches 
nor do they have landed estates. Riches alone don't bring happiness 
and pleasure. Let Dushmantas exhaust everything but preserve 
his individuality and humanity. 

Sukanti wiped tears from her eyes. Then she cheered up. 

Dushmanta doesn’t have any bad habit. He wears coarse 
clothes and takes a little amount of coarse rice. He doesn't mind if 
boiled pulses are not there in his diet. Only one curry is sufficient 
for him and he would never touch a second curry. He never takes 
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fish or meat. Occasionally he takes a cup of tea. Then why will he 
suffer? What will he do with riches? Let him spend everything on 
some good work, which he considers worth doing. 

Dushmanta is a good chap. Hemangini has misunderstood 
him. Tushar is blind but he is Dushmanta’s friend. Once he had 
developed a liking for Kshanaprava. All people liked her. 
Kshanaprava has married Tushar and now she is living in misery. 
Why should one object if Dushmanta helps his friend and likes 
Kshanaprava? What harm is there if Dushmanta spends all his 
time at Tusharkanti’s house? Tushar may be blind but Kshanaprava 
is not blind nor is Dushmanta. 

Why does Hema take it otherwise? Why should Dushmanta 
look covetously at somebody’s wife and pour out his wealth at her 
feet under the pretext of charity? Hemangini has misunderstood 
him. Excessive affection for her brother and a deep concern for his 
future have made her anxious and confused. Radhamadhab has 
made Dushmanta intelligent and will give him positive attitude 
to life. One day he will be a distinguished person of the world. 

Sukanti rose. It seemed to her that Radhamadhab was calling 
her aloud. He needs service, worship, prayer and other things. He 
will sulk if all these are not available to him. 


24 


HEMANGINI entered the house. She was wearing a beautiful 
sari. The gold ornaments on her extremely fare-skinned body were 
glittering. Earrings were hanging from the ear lobes. The diamond 
particles studded on the rings were sparkling. The room she entered 
was soon filled with the fragrance of flowers. She was smiling but 
there were signs of worry on her forehead. 

Hemangini said: ‘Mother, I could not explain everything to 
you over telephone. That is why I have come here hurriedly. Doctor 
Rabindrababu is anxious about the marriage of his daughter. He 
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wants to solemnize it this month. If he doesn’t do it this month he 
cannot find an auspicious day during the next six or seven months 
for the solemnization of marriage. His wife and daughter, 
Chandrama had just come to me. You sit down. I shall tel! you 
everything.’ 

Holding her hand Hemangini led Sukanti and seated her on 
the bedstead. Sitting besides her she said: ‘He has three daughters, 
Chandrama being the eldest. She was admitted to a college, but 
she left her studies. She is healthy and beautiful and her manners 
are pleasing. Rabibabu as well as his wife are very much interested 
in marrying their daughter with my brother. I am sure he will give 
a handsome dowry. If you want I'll bring Chandrama here someday. 
You yourself will see her. I will show her to my brother tactfully. 
Today I would have brought her here but she felt shy. Tell me your 
opinion on this proposal.’ 

Hemangini kept quiet. Sukanti could not give an answer. She 
began to think: How will this marriage proposal materialize? It 
will materialize only if he agrees. Who can persuade him? Once 
he had agreed to marry Kshanaprava but the marriage negotiations 
broke down. Then his father died. He had to bear all the 
responsibilities of the house. He insisted that nobody would raise 
the question of his marriage before Hemangini’s marriage. 
Accordingly Hemangini was given in marriage. Soon after, several 
proposals for his marriage were received but he didn't accept anyone. 
Several times Sukanti herself, with tear-filled eyes, has entreated 
him to marry but Dushmanta has sat silently with bowed head 
and not given any reply. 

Only once he had replied: ‘Mother, why are you worried? To 
marry is not the most important work or duty of an individual. All 
people get married. Allow your son to remain a bachelor and do 
something significant.’ 

‘My dear, you are my only son, the only descendant of your 
ancestors.’ 

“You had four more sons. Their photographs are hanging on 
the wall. If you like I'll erect their statues in stone. They will look 
exactly like living human babies. They will be the descendants of 
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their ancestors. Those statues can be preserved for many years.’ 

‘My son, what do you say” 

‘I am not telling a lie, mother. Stone statues can be preserved 
longer than human bodies of flesh and blood. Why shall we feel 
sad if they are devoid of life? The images we worship do not have 
life in them. Our mind and faith impart life into them and we feel 
happy about it. Some day or other the body made of flesh and 
blood unconsciously falls dead and becomes lifeless. Then it is not 
preserved but destroyed.’ 

Dushmanta’s words hurt deeply the feelings of her already 
bruised heart. 

Without uttering a word Sukanti made her way straight 
towards Radhamadhab. He is a statue in stone. She has seen signs 
of cosmic life in Him. He is the fountainhead of unlimited power 
and compassion, the confluence of Tikal’, the union of Trishakti’ 
and the cause of the Universe. All this is a matter of faith and 
intuition. 

‘The body made of flesh and blood unconsciously falls dead’ 
— these words uttered by Dushmanta agitate and upset her. She 
feels like telling him: It is true that everyday human beings die, 
still the world is moving and the human society is growing. People 
are getting married and entering deliberately into the trap of worries 
and anxieties. They derive pleasure from married life in spite of 
the worries and anxieties. Life is not merely an ocean of tears. The 
human mind makes a voyage in this ocean by spreading the sails. 
‘The moon rises, the sun comes up, the storm blows, the cloud 
envelops the sky, the seven colours of the rainbow dazzle and the 
flowers blossom. The ocean of tears also swells with joy. 

Dushmanta has not understood the world. He acts 
impulsively. Let him do what he likes. Some time or other he will 
understand the world and regain his senses. 

No work is ever delayed. Things improve with the passage of 
time. 

Hemangini asked: ‘Why are you silent?’ 

As if waking from sleep Sukanti responded: ‘What shall I 
say?” 
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“Tell me your opinion about Rabindrababu’s daughter.’ 

‘My opinion is not that important my dear. It will be better if 
you ask Dushmanta.’ 

‘Why don’t you ask?’ 

‘He wont listen to me.’ 

‘Do you think he will listen to me?’ Hemangini said. ‘Why 
should I worry? 1 take interest in his marriage because people are 
pestering me. Yes, I would like to ask but brother is not to be seen. 
Several times I have sent for him, but he has not yet called on me. 
Today it is quite late already, but he has not yet returned home. He 
is always found at Tusharbabu’s place. Do other people living in 
this city have no friends? From the very day he met with 
Kshanaprava he has been visiting her place regularly and gossiping 
with them. Do you think people are oblivious of this? 

‘Hema, why do you talk garrulously like a mad cap? 

Hemangini said: ‘I told you whatever I know. I remember an 
incident that happened a few days back. You are aware of it. I 
know that brother used to love Kshanaprava very much.’ 

‘Yes, we all, especially your father used to love her. He had 
hoped to.make her his daughter-in-law.’ 

“Father was deeply hurt by her. Do you remember? She had 
hurt the feelings of my brother more than those of my father. Prava’s 
father had written: ‘Nowadays the girls don't obey anybody. Prava 
has decided to marry Tusharkanti.’ Don't you remember mummy?” 

‘It is no use thinking of the past.’ 

‘It may be of no use but the past cannot be forgotten. Prava 
had never bared her soul to me. But it appeared from her conduct 
that she was not unwilling to marry my brother. But ultimately 
she deceived us. We may forget it but my brother cannot. Since 
the day of Prava’s marriage he has become indifferent towards 
marriage. Prava has come back to Cuttack along with her blind 
‘husband, ailing mother-in-law and sister-in-law.’ 

‘I know this.’ 

‘Mummy, Tusharbabu was tutoring my son at my house. He 
met with a motor accident. From that day brother has become 
intimate with him. He is poor. Kshanaprava is reaping the fruits 
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of her action. Brother should not go to her house. Brother has not 
yet forgotten the pain she had inflicted on him. That is why he is 
refusing to marry. I think if you compel brother to marry 
Chandrama, he cannot refuse.’ 

‘Is Kshanaprava leading a miserable life my dear?’ 

‘She deserves to lead such a life.’ 

“Where are they staying my dear? 1 want to see Tushar and 
Kshanaprava once. Alas! God has decreed so much suffering for 
them.’ 

Hemangini had got their residential address from Arun, had 
enquired about the affairs of the family and restrained Arun from 
going to their house. She has never thought of paying them a visit 
because she hates to visit a poor man’s cottage. She had the 
impression that poverty is the result of several sins committed in 
the previous life. It is due to the curse of God. 

She gave her mother the address of Kshanaprava’s residence. 
Then she asked: ‘What reply would 1 give to Rabibabu’s wife?’ 

With eyes brimming with tears Sukanti said: ‘Tell her, 
ultimately, the will of Radhamadhab shall prevail. He alone can 
change Dushmanta’s mind.’ 

Hema stared at her mother’s face. T here were signs of distress 
and disappointment in her eyes. 


2 


IT was not exactly a meeting. It was an evening get-together. 
Natabarbabu had arranged it in one of the rooms of Jobra School. 
Dushmanta had made provision for tea and refreshments. Some 
selected friends had come to attend the get-togetheer. 

For the last few days Dushmanta was toying with an idea. 
Something must be done for the invalids, the physically challenged 
people and the helpless children. It is a long time since the country 
became independent. The government is using all its energy in 
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constructive activities but it has not done anything substantial for 
them. One should not look forward to the government for doing 
everything. Every citizen has to do something in this regard. 
However such a major work cannot be done without collective 
effort. Hence Dushmanta has decided to consult his friends. 

The consultation began after refreshment was served. They 
could not arrive at a solution. There were only arguments, angry 
retorts and verbal fight. Abanibabu, the millionaire mill owner, 
Atulbabu, the zamindar and Ranglal, the businessman were in 
favour of giving one-time donations. They proposed that a shelter 
or an asylum would be built for the invalids such as the blind, the 
lame, the deformed, the sickly and the dumb with the donations. 
Further, monthly donations would be collected and with that 
money arrangements would be made for their food and clothing. 

This proposal was acceptable to Dushmanta. But he had a 
lurking doubt that with the funds raised from donations, 
accommodation cannot be arranged for all the blind and the lame 
people of the country. Of course all the blind and the lame are not 
helpless invalids. 

Gopalbabu’s proposal was destructive. Why should there be 
kings, zamindars and capitalists in the society? Why should they 
be allowed to suck the blood of society and then have the privilege 
to take pity on others and resort to religious observances? Why 
should they come forward to donate openhandedly? If their surplus 
wealth is extorted from them, the problem of saving the invalids 
won't be that difficult or complicated. Once this problem is solved 
there won't be any scope for vaunting one’s hoarded surplus wealth 
before others. 

Elderly Natabar’s idea was different. Things happen in this 
world in accordance with God’s will. If every family man deems it 
as his duty to serve the helpless invalids and actually serves them 
the problem won't be insurmountable. So they should appeal to 
the people to perform their duty and wait for the result. 

Gopalbabu laughed down Natabar’s proposal by calling it 
worthless and silly. He was of opinion that appeals and entreaties 
wouldn't be fruitful. It is easy to bring a man to the right path by 
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threatening him with a cudgel. Change of heart is possible only by 
generating fear in one’s mind; otherwise no one will agree to 
sacrifice his vested interest. Human civilization has progressed or 
regressed so far only due to fear. 

Natabarbabu retorted: ‘It is impossible. Man's progress is 
proportional to the elimination of fear from his mind. Mahatma 
Gandhi had put emphasis on two things, namely, truth and 
nonviolence. If a man is not fearless he cannot adopt these two 
great principles. Moreover human society cannot exist if truth and 
nonviolence do not act like eyes and limbs of humanity. This 
message needs to be propagated to educate human society and to 
change the heart of the human race.’ 

Gopalbabu burst into laughter. He said: ‘Do you think it needs 
to be propagated further? This message had been propagated by 
thousands of people for many years. Did it bring a change of heart? 
Did the rich man climb down the stairs of his high-rise building 
to hold the hand of the poor invalid and enquire after his well 
being? Do you think he is at fault? No, he is not. He feels restless 
on account of the burden of wealth on his head. He is unable to 
throw away the burden, why? It’s only due to fear. He starts 
shivering whenever he sees a blind, a lame or an invalid person. 
What will he do if tomorrow his condition becomes miserable 
like theirs? What will his wife and children do? He apprehends 
misery, pain, disease, death and the destruction of his family. Is it 
not fear? The burden of wealth is the cause of misery. Take away 
the burden of wealth from the heads of those people, eliminate 
the misery of the happy, poor invalids and make them smile. 
Getting rid of the burden of wealth, which is the cause of their 
fear, the rich will take to the path of action. Therefore — 

Interrupting him Rangalalbabu retorted: ‘Please keep quiet 
Mr. Therefore! You want revolution and the destruction of society. 
You won't do any good to society rather you will only harm. 
Violating law and order you will make the country as well as the 
society a hell.’ 

Gopalbabu interjected angrily: ‘Law! Laws are made regularly 


one after another. These are the outcome of fear and suspicion. 
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Why do you need so many laws? You need them only to protect 
the rich and the people having vested interests. If all would get a 
hand full rice to eat and a piece of cloth to wear, if all would work 
without thinking of the future, if they wouldn’t have the 
responsibility to save for the future, if the need for saving money 
wouldn't arise, then what purpose would the laws serve? Then, 
instead of making laws, rules would be framed for increasing 
production. All would happily accept these rules. Nobody would 
be afraid of getting punishment. Civilization, today, is based on 
fear and suspicion, violence and untruth are its operating organs.’ 

Abanibabu said: ‘Gopalbabu, you know, we have to work in 
the prevailing circumstances. And for that Dushmanta has 
anxiously called us here. How do we gain if we accept your opinion 
as true and admire your intellect? Being inspired by your lecture 
the rich people whom you call capitalists won't throw away their 
wealth and come forward to beg. We won't gain anything by 
resorting to arguments. Jf you are really concerned about the well 
being of the handicapped poor, come forward, we'll work 
collectively. First we shall build a home for the destitute at Cuttack. 
Once the work is started there won't be dearth of money. People 
will donate voluntarily.’ 

“What is your opinion, Tusharbabu? 


26 


HIS house is situated in a flood-affected area. A distributary 
emanating from river Devi has mingled again with the same river 
two miles down. There are five villages in the island thus formed 
by river Devi and its distributary. The middle village, Ratnapur is 
bigger than the other villages. When river Devi bursts its banks 
the village is inundated with water entering from both sides of the 
villages. The houses collapse and the land is covered with sand. 
Sometimes the flood washes away the crops. People manage to 
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live with difficulty by raising alternative crops such as greens and 
pulses. All the inhabitants of the village are poor. 

Tusharkanti was born in a poor family of this village. His 
family possessed several acres of land but they were never assured 
of the yield of paddy because of flood, drought and covering of the 
land with sand. They used to be relieved only when paddy was 
stored in the granary. Since his childhood days Tusharkasnti had 
become accustomed to the pangs of poverty and suffered hunger 
and starvation. He had seen his father’s eagerness to educate him 
at school and college by selling pieces of flood-affected land. What 
did he expect? He expected that his son would be educated, get a 
white-collar job, build a house on a site by the side of the canal 
away from the flood affected area, purchase landed property and 
live happily. For him, happiness implied a handful of rice twice 
daily to appease hunger and a piece of coarse cloth to wear. 

When he was living in misery and want and pursuing his 
studies with the desire to be rich in future, to live happily and let 
his parents live in peace and happiness, the wealth of the rich made 
him think why there was such disparity between the rich and the 
poor. If man’s soul is God then God is present in every human 
being. Why should, then, one suffer starvation and the other roll 
in luxury? 

Why should this happen? Such disparity is not found in 
animals and birds, in order to live all put in labour. The quantity of 
food and the quantum of happiness depend on the amount of 
labour one puts in. One who doesn't work, suffers and dies. Why 
are there rules in the human society, opposed to such laws of nature? 
Man is said to be the most developed and most intelligent creature 
of the world. 

During student life his mind was toying with many destructive 
ideas. To express those ideas publicly would have beeen unjust and 
illegal. Wants lead to hunger. When a man experiences pangs of 
hunger, he gets the illusion of fireflies moving before him. Then 
he wants to take the physical form of animals and birds casting 
aside his human form. He feels like sucking human blood like a 


vampire. 
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Tusharkanti got the job of a sub-deputy collector. He earned 
regular monthly salary. He didn’t have any problem in managing 
his family. A bright future was awaiting him. He grew enthusiastic 
day by day. He would have happiness and pleasure. From the rank 
of sub-deputy collector he would be promoted to the rank of a 
district collector. He might occupy still higher and higher positions. 
He was intelligent and efficient. He would work hard. Hard work 
is a part of human culture of several ages. By hard work one becomes 
rich and lives happily and with one’s accumulated wealth one’s 
children, grand children, great grand children also live happily. 

But now Tushar is blind. He is ground down by poverty. He 
has to look after the family but he is incapable of doing anything. 
He wants to fight against poverty. But he is devoid of courage, 
power and eyesight. 

Although he feels the pangs of hunger, he keeps quiet. 

He was sitting silently. 

He responded to Abanibabu’s question: ‘It is not right to laugh 
away what Gopalbabu has said. The idea of destruction is pervading 
every corner of the world. It is moving in the sky and in the air. 
Those who want to stir up a revolution through violent means; 
they don't want to destroy either the world or the human society. 
Rather they want prosperity of the human race and the progress 
of the world. They want man to live happily and peacefully. As 
long as hunger, deprivation, injustice and exploitation prevail the 
fire of discontent will keep burning. So long as the fire of discontent 
is burning in the mind of man, there will be wide scope for 
revolution. To save human culture from extinction service, sacrifice 
and compassion are needed. Initiative in this regard should be taken 
by those who live in an ivory tower winking at culture and seeking 
the protection of law.’ 

‘I, the blind, invalid, poor and starving Tusharkanti want to 
reveal my innermost feelings: Hey, Abanis, Atulas, Rangalals, 
Gopals and Dushmantas, if you want your prosperity as well as 
the prosperity of the world look at my blind eyes, think of your 
duty instead of being filled with pity. For your own safety give 
away the wealth you have hoarded. Gopalbabu won't get a chance 
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to open his mouth. If the available resources are spent for the 
deprived, if the haves change their mind-set then the question of 
building a new order on the ruins of the existing order won't arise. 
What we need is a change of heart otherwise the world cannot be 
saved from destruction either by fear of the fruit of action of the 
previous life or the laws of the present life.’ 

Others thought over the matter silently. 

Dushmanta was deeply moved by Tusharkanti’s words. He 
said: ‘Service to mankind will be the goal of my life. I don't know 
what will happen in future. Today I pledge before you that I will 
handover half of my property to Tusharkanti or any one else you 
choose for the benefit of the invalid and the handicapped people.’ 

Abanibabu told that he would let them know about his plan 
after due consideration. He said that he had pledged his life to the 
growth of industry in the country. He would never neglect his 
duties. 

Others sought time to think over the matter, Gopalbabu alone 
began to smile. 

The meeting ended. All returned to their respective houses. 
Dushmanta took Tusharkanti in his car in order to drop him at 
his place. 

It was nine o'clock at night. 


27 


THE news spread in the city of Cuttack. It was published in the 
newspapers that Dushmantababu, the lawyer has given away half 
of his movable and immovable property to charity which will be 
used for the benefit of the poor, the helpless, the blind, the lame 
and the sick people. He has handed over this property to 
Tusharkanti who himself is blind and poor but educated and 
intelligent. The price of this property would be about two lakhs of 
rupees. With that money a Home for the Destitute will be built in 
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the city of Cuttack. Arrangements will be made for providing them 
with food and clothing, education and entertainment. It is a noble 
endeavour. Help and cooperation from all quarters are solicited. 
Let the rich people, businessmen, zamindars and factory owners 
extend ungrudging help for this benevolent activity. The institution 
will be built first at Cuttack. Then such institutions will be built 
in the district headquarters, sub-divisional headquarters and in 
the villages. 

It is a grand scheme, a noble endeavour! Interested rich people 
are requested to come forward with liberal donations to serve the 
humanity and remove the suffering of the handicapped people. 

In spite of the appeals in newspapers nobody came forward 
to help. Even Abanibabu, Atulbabu and Rangalalbabu didn’t 
respond. That evening they were talking their heads off, but now 
they don't reply to the letters sent to them. They were watching 
one another to see who would the first to come forward to help. 

It was two o'clock in the afternoon. In Dushmanta’s library 
Gopal and Dushmanta were talking with each other. Putting the 
spectacles over his eyes in order and nodding his head Gopalbabu 
said: ‘Didn't you see the result of the appeal? Nobody responded. 
The facsimile of the will you have made was published in the 
newspapers. How many people came forward to render help? 

Remaining unperturbed Dushmanta said: ‘Can a change of 
heart occur so soon? Those who have not come today may come 
tomorrow to offer help. Let us first begin the work. Their minds 
may change when they see the work being done. If their minds do 
not change we shall approach them and beg for money with 
outstretched hands.’ 

Gopal shouted: ‘Shall we beg? Why shall we do it, sir? To 
whom does that wealth they have hoarded belong? Why should 
the destitute and the helpless people beg to make a living and die 
of starvation on the roadside while the rich hoarded their property? 
Why shall we beg? Why shall not we kick away the money collected 
by begging? Everything can be achieved through coercion. Appeals 
are futile. We have to adopt violent means.’ 


Old Natabar was startled to hear it. He said: ‘You still think 
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of revolution. It will lead to the destruction of civilization and 
culture. Nothing will survive this destruction. Nothing can be 
achieved by violent means. 1 call upon you, let us resort to 
nonviolent resistance for upholding the cause of truth. To achieve 
our goal we shall squat in front of the rich man’s house and fast 
onto death. 

Gopalbabu snarled at him: ‘Fasting! Moreover fasting onto 
death! Everyday many people are fasting on the road under 
compulsion. They die although they are anxious to live. Who is 
shaken up to see them die? When some are making merry inside 
three-storey palatial buildings, hungry men are picking up morsels 
of food from the drains beside those buildings to appease their 
hunger. They are dying of starvation at the same sites. Does the 
rich man’s heart melt with pity to see such a sight? He is intoxicated 
with wealth. If people like you and I keep fast, it won't have any 
effect on the rich. Nobody will care for it. We shall keep fast only 
for the sake of fasting. We will have to break our fast or else we 
will die.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘We need not argue anymore. We shal! carry 
on with our work according to our ability. It will be better if others 
come forward by emulating our example. I am not in favour of 
compelling people to part with their wealth threatening them with 
cudgels. 1 know Tushar also is not in favour of use of force. 
Destruction is not our goal. We want constructive work. Hence 
abandon your efforts to initiate us into your ideology.’ 

Gopalbabu and Natarbarbabu took leave of Dushmantababu 
and Tusharkanti. 

Dushmantababu and Tusharkanti sat silently. Both were 
thinking about the course of action to be adopted. Dushmanta 
has kept property worth two lakhs of rupees and half of his bank 
balance in the custody of Tusharkanti. He will utilize the same 
applying his own discretion. Dushmanta may advise Tusharkanti 
if his opinion is sought but Tusharkanti will take the final decision. 

There was no need to delay the project. Dushmanta’s house 
at Cuttack stood in a huge compound. From the gate facing the 
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main road a private road ran into the premises. There were vacant 
spaces on both sides of the road. There was a garden. Inside the 
garden there was a small pond. Adjacent to the pond was the 
guesthouse. Previously Anantababu’s clients were provided 
accommodation in the guesthouse. After Anantababu’s death when 
Dushmanta neglected legal practice and devoted himself to the 
service of the nation, the guesthouse was used for accommodating 
his friends who came from distant places. Dushmanta wanted his 
project to start functioning from the guesthouse. 

The guesthouse, which used to provide accommodation to 
the litigant rich clients and to the social workers running after 
name and fame, will now provide shelter to the invalid, the 
handicapped and the helpless people. If the space would be 
insufficient, more houses will be built. All arrangements will be 
made for those who will take shelter here. 

Dushmanta has a large house where he lives happily. There 
are three rows of two-storeyed buildings. To the front of these 
buildings there are two rows of one-storeyed buildings. Beforehand 
petition writers were staying there. Now these are lying vacant. 
The place is no more crowded and there is no uproar. In one of the 
one-storied houses Tusharkanti, Dushmant’s friend and colleague, 
can stay comfortably along with his family. 

It will be convenient for Dushmanta if Tusharkanti and his 
family would stay there. Tushar will do the official work in the 
ground floor of Dushmanta’s office building. Kshanaprava will 
assist him in his work. Dushmanta’s library is located in the first 
floor. It will be convenient to do research in the library. A small 
hand press can be installed in the big hall of the ground floor. A 
weekly magazine will be published. Dushmanta will be the editor; 
Tusharkanti the manager and Kshanaprava will be the assistant. 
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TUSHARKANTI appreciated Dushmanta’s proposal. He will 
dedicate his life to the service of the helpless destitute, but he has 
his own responsibilities too. Unlike Dushmanta he is not a free 
agent, he is married and has a family. He has his duties towards his 
mother, wife and sister. He has to think of their future. They will 
be reluctant to be dependent on Dushmanta and be the object of 
his pity, however close he may be as a friend. What will he do? 

When Tushar spoke this frankly, Dushmanta said: ‘The 
problem can be very easily solved. Both of you will receive salary 
from the fund earmarked for the attendants of the helpless people. 
I don't have any right over the fund nor do you have although the 
same is left in your custody. The blind, the lame, the helpless and 
the invalid for whom the fund has been earmarked are the real 
owners. Both Kshanaprava and yourself may take hundred rupees 
each from this fund towards your remuneration.’ 

“You mean two hundred rupees!’ Tushar exclaimed. 

Dushmanta said: “Two hundred rupees are not a big amount. 
1 shall be relieved if both of you are free from anxiety and are not 
worried about money. You will get your salary from the interest on 
the capital sum kept in the account of the Home for the Destitute. 1 
shall also draw my salary from the same source.’ 

Tusharkanti was surprised. He said: ‘You have contributed 
the money to charity. Why do you want to take a salary? Again 
from whom will you take this?” 

Dushmanta smiled. He said: ‘It is not my contribution to 
charity nor anybody else’s? 1 myself had not earned the money. 
Father has collected it from those helpless people and saved it for 
them. I am merely the custodian. That money will be utilized for 
their benefit. My mother is alive. I don't know her mind. That is 
why I have set aside half of the property for her. What shall I do 
with money? I need a handful of rice to survive and some clothing 
to cover my body. Both of you decide the amount of salary that I 
will get.’ 
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Tusharkanti could not utter a word. He was lost in thought. 
Has Dushmanta got mad? Why does he sacrifice so much? Is it 
due to a secret pain, sheer excitement or a deep concern for the 
suffering of the helpless people? Are the motives behind his actions 
and commitments magnanimous? If God would give back his 
eyesight for a moment, he could understand the language of his 
heart by looking at his eyes. 

In an agonizing voice Tushar said: ‘Dushmanta, why did you 
change so much? You are the son of rich man.’ 

‘Tushar, please keep quiet. Think of yourself. Imagine that 
you have got back your eyesight and your friend Dushmanta has 
lost it. Like the rickshaw puller he has broken his legs and waist in 
the motor accident and has become invalid for the rest of his life. 
His buildings have collapsed due to an earthquake. His lands have 
been converted into a desert being covered with sand by the flood 
of river Mahanad;i. Brother Tushar, can you visualize an unfortunate 
Dushmanta begging piteously to earn his living? Won't you then 
do anything for him? 

‘All these are the fanciful ideas of a mind excited by too much 
of sympathy.’ 

‘Such things become real in no time. All things happen in a 
moment as it happened in your life and in the life of the rickshaw 
puller. Whatever I am going to do is meant for my future and for 
the future of the unfortunate people like you and me in this world. 
Here my interest is involved.’ 

Tusharkanti said to him frankly: ‘I agree to your well- 
considered proposal, but I cannot give my word without consulting 
Kshanaprava. If she agrees to come here and help in our work 
then everything will be all right. But, what will happen if she doesn't 
agree?’ 

“Why won't she agree? 

‘She only can answer your question. The educated women 
today are more conscious of self-respect and freedom than the 
women of the past. Now their sense of pride is conspicuous in 
spite of their wants, sorrows and sufferings.’ 

| think Kshanaprava doesn't have vanity and she can never 
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be conceited. I have been observing her from her childhood days. 
One can discern a spirit of service in every word she utters. Today 
she is an ideal worker, ideal wife and an ideal housewife. She won't 
be reluctant to serve the helpless and the invalid people of the 
world. Of course she won't neglect her duty towards you.’ 

‘But she is a woman and that too a housewife. She may think 
of her self-interest. What can 1 do if she doesn’t agree?’ 

‘I myself will request her. I shall beg of her to serve the invalid 
and helpless people of the world.’ 

‘Tushar looked grave. 


2 


DUSHMANTA did not get the opportunity to beg for her 
services. That evening when he drove to Tusharkanti’s small 
residence to drop Tusharkanti, he saw Niharika, Tusharkanti’s 
younger sister shedding tears sitting beside Kshanaprava. 
Kshanaprava had a fever. She was almost unconscious. She was 
running a high temperature. Tusharkanti’s mother was also 
suffering from fever. She was lying in her bed in the next room. 
She was feeling restless. 

A small lamp was flickering. The mosquitoes were buzzing. 
Although it was winter they were still creating nuisance. There 
was no mosquito net. To cover the body there was not a single 
shawl let alone blankets or quilts. Rotten weed in the pond at the 
rear of the house was emitting a foul smell. The grimness of poverty 
was discernible throughout the house. 

Dushmanta was perturbed to see the pitiable condition of 
the house and the family of his friend. 

When Niharika saw Tushar and Dushmanta she went on 
speaking ceaselessly with agony, anger and sulkiness: ‘You went 
out at ten o'clock in the morning without taking any food or drink. 
Where had you been till now? Mother is suffering from fever. 
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Nuav is attending on her. She has been feeling restless since two 
oclock in the afternoon due to fever. Nobody else is there in the 
house to look after her. What shall I do alone? Dhoba, the house- 
owner irritated us by asking for house rent. He accused us for non- 
payment of house rent for the last two months. In a drunken state 
he abused us with foul language. He told us harshly to leave the 
house. Learning that Nuax is suffering from fever he went back. 
Where had you been, brother? The boiled rice kept over the hearth 
has dried off. You became angry and went away without taking 
your food and hence others didn’t take their food. The carpenter 
boy returned the plate and said nobody wanted to purchase it by 
paying three rupees.’ 

Interrupting her Tushar said: ‘Nira, keep quiet. What are you 
prating about? Don't you see a gentleman has come with me to 
our house?’ 

Nira kept quiet. She continued to stare contemptuously at 
Dushmanta’s face. She said: ‘Nuau is asleep. You sit here. I am 
going to attend on mother. She is in a delirious condition. Would 
you like to take a handful of dried off rice? 

Tushar did not reply. He sat silently at Kshanaprava’s side on 
the bed. Niharika, the twelve-year-old girl, pulled a wry face and 
went to the next room without waiting for a moment. 

Dushmanta heard everything, saw everything. He sat silently 
on a chair. He could not muster courage to speak anything. But he 
felt like speaking: ‘Why do you undergo so much suffering and 
pain, Tushar? One does not lose one’s self-respect by seeking help 
from a friend. One is conscious of self-respect only when one is 
alive. What will you gain if you lose your affectionate mother and 
dearest wife by priding yourself on poverty? Why do you live like 
this?’ 

Tushar touched Kshanaprava’s head with his hand. She was 
having very high temperature. Tears appeared at the corners of his 
blind eyes. Kshanaprava is suffering because she attaches too much 
importance on self-respect. They won't have to suffer in misery 
and want if she does not object to receive help from Dushmanta 
and agrees to his suggéstion. The blind man’s family won't be 
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dissatisfied and discontented with life. 

‘Prava!’ Tushar called. 

“Yes? Kshanaprava replied. 

‘Do you understand why you suffered from fever all of a 
sudden? In spite of all my dissuasion you bathe twice daily, wash 
the dishes and clothes in the polluted water of the weeded pond. 
You are going out in search of tuition without caring for food and 
drink. Now you are reaping the fruit of disobedience! 

Kshanaprava caught hold of Tusharkanti’s hand. She had tears 
in her eyes, fever in her body and agonies of remorse in her mind. 
She is unable to abandon her attachment with life when she catches 
hold of the hand of her blind husband. She is not afraid of death. 
If death comes she won't feel sorry for herself. But in that case 
who is going to attend on her ailing mother-in-law and pet sister- 
in-law? Everything appears dark to her whenever she thinks of 
such things. 

Kshanaprava responded with a feeble voice: ‘Now that you 
have come, I shall recover from fever. You became angry with me 
unnecessarily and went away without taking your food. You did 
not understand me. I will act as a private teacher and tutor students 
at three places, once in the morning, once at noon and lastly at five 
o'clock in the afternoon. I shall earn sixty rupees, twenty from each 
place. We won't have wants anymore.’ 

I have also arranged a sewing machine. I know the art of 
sewing. You will teach Nira at home and also teach me at night. I 
shall appear at the B.A. examination. We shall write small books 
for children. T here are no good books for children. You will dictate 
and I shall write down. We can earn some profit by writing and 
selling those books. 

Don't be angry with me, take heed of my words. I have decided 
everything after careful consideration. I'll do the household chores 
and complete the same before break of day. Again I'll do the 
domestic chores at evening after tutoring. God willing our suffering 
will end. There won't be dearth of food and clothing. Why shall 
we depend on others and live on their charity? 

We don't aspire to be great people. I hope you won't be angry 
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with me because I dissuade you from living on charity. If you give 
me your word not to be angry with me I will recover from fever.’ 

Holding Tusharkanti’s hand against her face Kshanaprava 
started crying. In a weepy voice she said: ‘Promise me, you won't 
prevent me from carrying out my decision, you won't deprive me 
from serving you. Or else you allow me to die. If you want to live 
on somebody’s charity, leave me to die.’ 

Tushar realized that Kshanaprava was not raving incoherently 
at him due to fever but speaking her mind. She has become absent- 
minded from the day she heard that Dushmanta has donated half 
of his property to the service of the helpless, the poor and the 
invalid and placed the same at Tusharkanti’s disposal. Never has 
she evinced interest to know about it nor has she praised or thanked 
Dushmanta for his generosity. Rather she has spent her time more 
and more in search of the job of a private teacher. 

Once trying to assuage her feelings Tusharkanti had said: 
‘Without your help I cannot shoulder the great responsibility 
Dushmanta has imposed on me. Dushmanta wants you to be one 
of our co-workers.’ 

Prava had immediately replied: ‘You have not consulted me 
before accepting the responsibility. Dushmantababu himself could 
have borne the burden of this great responsibility. If he felt that he 
was not able to bear it, he could have sought the help of other 
colleagues who are more efficient than you. He should have realized 
that even if you are poor and invalid you are not helpless.’ 

That day Tushar was not prepared to argue with her 
unnecessarily. He did not tell Dushmanta anything about 
Kshanaprava’s views and intentions. He had a strong convinction 
that Kshanaprava would never disobey him and she wouldn't protest 
if things were explained to her at an opportune moment. She is 
not obstinate but she wants to uphold her ideal. Today she is 
irritated due to fever. She does not realize that one cannot live 
without the help and co-operation of others. What is true in case 
of a man or his family is completely true in case of man-made 
society and his country constituted of millions of people. 

In the present situation Kshanaprava should not be told all 
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these things. Kshanaprava may agree or disagree with him, but he 
will have to discharge the responsibility he has taken up. He has 
his individuality and ideals. A blind man also needs to work for 
his living. 

Tusharkanti said to her: ‘Why are you so much worried? First 
you be cured of fever. Then, after due consideration, we will do 
what is good for us and what we ought to do. One loses one’s 
rationality when one is excited. May you recover from illness! Let 
me go. Dushmanta has come to our house.’ 


30 


KSHANAPRAVA was startled. She did not open her eyes. 
Dushmanta has come again! Why won't he come, who will prevent 
him from coming and why? What offence has he committed? He 
has come to his friend’s house. He is always ready to help his friend. 
He has donated property worth lakhs of rupees for the benefit of 
the helpless, poor and invalid people. He has handed over the 
property to his dearest friend. What right has she got to sulk over 
Dushmanta’s decision? Sunanda is really fit for the job of a lady 
teacher. It would have been unjust if she would have been selected 
and appointed in place of Sunanda. Had she been selected she 
would have considered Dusmanta’s partiality towards her as a form 
of charity and uncalled for kindness. She would never have 
preferred to be an object of pity. Dushmantababu cannot be accused 
of being unjust. 

Kshanaprava opened her eyes. She turned aside and then stood 
up. She greeted him with folded hands. 

Being worried Dushmanta stood up. He said: ‘Why did you 
wake up? You are suffering from fever, go to sleep. Mother is 
growing restive in the next room. Let me see her.’ 

Dushmanta made for the other room. The old woman was 
lying on her bed. She was restive. Niharika was sitting there leaning 
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against the old woman's back and squeezing her head. She stood 
up on the floor when she saw Dushmanta. She informed her 
mother about Dushmanta’s arrival. 

The old woman began to speak: ‘Oh, Dushmanta, you have 
come! Has Tushar come back? Getting annoyed with his wife over 
a silly matter he has gone out and starved himself. How can he 
manage his poor family if he gets annoyed like this? Patience is 
needed! My son, a poor family may have all types of want and 
deprivation but it should not lack patience. God has decreed 
suffering for us but we alone in the world are not suffering. There 
are others like us who are also suffering. Anger is of no use. My 
dear Dushmanta, you please explain these things to Tushar. Alas! 
My daughter-in-law is restless with fever. How unfortunate I am! 
I had a beautiful daughter-in-law resembling a golden image. What 
has happened to her beauty! Always she is busy. She has to work, 
think and search for a job.’ 

‘Mother, please keep quiet. Why do you talk so much? Do 
you think, by talking so much, you will cure yourself as well as 
Nuau of fever? We must accept the inevitable.’ 

‘Hallo Aunty? 

“Yes, my son! 

‘If you treat me as your son, would you allow me to do the 
duty of a son? Tushar has been blinded in the accident but I am 
not blind.’ 

The old woman spoke worriedly: ‘My life is cursed. 1 have 
been suffering but I do not die. I don't know what sins 1 had 
committed in my previous life. Now I am afflicted with sorrows, 
sufferings and diseases. All my hopes have been shattered. 1 am 
leading a restless and troublesome life. Sacrificing all comforts, 
remaining half-starved and mortgaging our homestead land and 
other landed property my husband had educated his son. He had 
hoped that his son would live happily, earn name and fame in 
society and remove the suffering of his parents. He brought a 
daughter-in-law resembling a golden doll to our house. He 
breathed his last while he was dreaming of happiness. I was fated 
to be a widow. In fact, God is very cruel. Alas! If somebody would 
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transplant the eyes from me to Tushar I would not have to see the 
realities of life. My daughter-in-law, a scion of my family, a living 
image of goddess Laxmi has to go out to scrape a living.’ 

Niharika could not bear with her mother any longer. Has 
mother gone mad due to fever? Whatever it may be Dushmanta is 
an outsider, why should she ramble before him? No, she wont allow 
Her to prate any more. What a gentleman is this Dushmantababu! 
Why should he poke his nose into other people’s affairs? 

Shutting her mother’s mouth with her hand Niharika said: 
‘Keep quiet. Since you have a high fever today, you are prating 
about our domestic affairs. I urge you to keep quiet. If you don't 
stop talking Nuau will rush into your room. Do you know that she 
was unconscious with fever? 

‘What do you mean to say? Was my daughter-in-law 
unconscious with fever? Am I going to lose her? We don’t have a 
single paisa in the house to purchase medicine, let alone spending 
money for diet. My son, you buy some medicine for Prava. She is 
the be-all and end-all of this poor family.’ 

‘Don't be impatient, aunty. At present, malaria has spread in 
the city of Cuttack. I will fetch medicine for Prava right away. You 
need not worry.’ 

Dushmanta came back to the front room. 

Kshanaprava was sitting on her bed beside Tusharkanti. While 
making for the front door, Dushmanta lowered his eyes to the 
ground and said: 

“Tushar, there are two patients in the house. They need medical 
treatment. We cannot leave them to natural healing. I will come 
back soon.’ 

Dushmanta closed the door from outside. 
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ପୀ 


IT was noon. Dushmanta has not yet come back. He has gone 
somewhere since morning without taking his food. He has not yet 
thought of coming back home. Sukanti never eats before he eats 
his food. Recently Dushmanta has become irregular in taking his 
food. Now a days he does not like to take anything other than a 
handful of rice twice daily. He won't take more than one dish even 
if several dishes are prepared and served to him. 

Sukanti is observing this gradual change in Dushmanta. But 
she doesn't like to ask anything about it. The son who was leading 
a life of luxury has undergone a change. Let him change, she would 
not mind it. He has no wants but his mind has changed. She doesn’t 
want to change anybody’s taste through request or compulsion. 

Half of the people of this country are starving. Even they 
don’t have a handful of rice and boiled edible leaves to eat twice a 
day. People live here as God has ordained them to live. They spend 
their time happily in spite of wants and misery. Although 
Dushmarta is not in want of anything he has the desire to live 
like the deprived people of the world. Why should Sukanti prevent 
him? 

Unless the son eats, Sukanti won't touch her food. She is not 
worried about her food and drink. She takes a very humble meal, 
the bare minimum necessary for one’s existence. The time for 
hankering after good dishes jis over. Now she is praying God to 
save her from the worries and anxieties of the world. She doesn't 
have much to do during the remaining period of his life. The time 
for her mortal body to be burnt into ashes has come near. This is 
the only substantial thing she should think of. All other things are 
unreal and illusory. They are responsible for the restless condition 
of the soul. 

In spite of such philosophizing about life, illusory, worldly 
thoughts, occasionally, come to her mind. She becomes perturbed 
by Dushmanta’s activities. Has her son gone mad? He has given 
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away property worth lakhs of rupees to an outsider. Is it for the 
benefit of the poor? He did not consult even once with her. All 
people are not blind. Are all of them wrong, only Dushmanta is 
right? His entire property is too little to remove poverty from 
the world. How many poor people will get rid of misery with his 
help? 

Like light and shadow, good and evil, happiness and misery, 
richness and poverty have always existed. In the past several kings 
and emperors had donated all their property to remove the misery 
of the poor. But poverty and misery could not be eradicated from 
the world. Those who had given away their property were 
immortalized in Purana and history. The poor and sentimental 
people dearly cherished their memory. 

Poverty could not be eliminated. 

Maybe what Hema says is true! Dushmanta has not yet 
forgotten Kshanaprava. To make her happy he has given away half 
of his property to Tusharkanti. 

Why is Dushmanta silent? 

In order to change her mind Sukanti opened The Bhagabata. 


2 


HEMANGINI came in the evening. She chatted with Sukanti 
and then raised the issue of Dushmanta’s marriage. She said: 
‘Mother, Ravindrababu won't wait unless you give your word for 
the marriage. Chandrama is a very good girl. She has many 
proposals of marriage. Expecting a positive response from my 
brother he is not fixing the marriage somewhere else. Once we say 
‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the proposal, he won't pester me. Did you seek brother’s 
consent to the marriage proposal? 

Sukanti replied: ‘I didn’t find any opportunity. Dushmanta is 
always busy. How much time does he spend at home to give me 


the opportunity to talk to him? Why didn’t you ask him? 
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‘Several times I have sent for him. He doesn’t have time to 
visit my house even once. But he has enough time to spend at 
Tusharbabu’s house in order to attend on his ailing mother and 
wife. When he is at home he would be gossiping with some loafers. 
Some people pretend to seek his advice but their real intention is 
to extract money from him under some pretext or another. Of 
course, you don't know anything about it.’ 

‘I don't want to know, my daughter.’ 

‘Why do you say that you don’t want to know? Will he 
squander the property before your very eyes during your lifetime? 
Do you know what people say?’ 

‘I have nothing to do with people and what they say. They 
level baseless charges. If Ravindrababu’s wife is insisting on an 
early reply, you say ‘no’ to the proposal. I cannot give my word 
before knowing the mind of my son. My dear, I won't take my 
wealth with me when I die. None has ever done so. Let Dushmanta 
do whatever he likes. He is doing something because it gives him 
pleasure. I won't prevent him. Why should you prevent him? 

Hemangini was very much shocked to hear this. Sukanti’s 
words pinched her. She thought that her mother was annoyed with 
her. She did not have any selfish motive. She was volunteering 
advice for the benefit of his brother. Maybe, her mother is thinking 
otherwise because of her repeated advice. She decided never to 
raise the question of marriage and speak anything about the family. 

She didn't like to stay there even for a moment. She was born 
in that house. She had played her games, had her fun and had 
received love and affection there. She did not hesitate to treat 
everything in the house as her own. The day she left that house for 
the father-in-law’s she became a stranger. Whatever she had seen 
there once belonged to her and she was looking after that. Now 
she belongs to another family. No more she can call anybody here 
as her own. Even she doesn't have the rights which the servants of 
the household enjoy. 

All girls share the same fate. 

Although Hemangini wanted to go away her legs did not 
move. 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


86 THE STORM 


Seeming to realize her sentiments Sukanti said to her: ‘Did 
you get angry, my dear?’ 

Hemangini’s suppressed grief swelled up. Her eyes were filled 
with tears. She stood up. Then she said: ‘Mother, I don't have the 
right to be angry with anybody here. I didn't come here to ask for 
anything from anybody. Chandrama, for that matter anybody else 
who becomes the daughter-in-law of this house won't pay me a 
handsome amount of money. If my brother gives away all his 
property to an undeserving outsider, I won't come to him to beg 
with an outstretched hand. I am resigned to my fate.’ 

Hemangini came out. Sukanti stood up and called her; ‘Listen 
to me my dear, please listen to me.’ 

Hemangini didn’t stop to listen to her mother. 

Sukanti had never seen such behaviour of her daughter. She 
was deeply wounded. She thought: These days young men and 
women are quite intolerant. They lose their temper and sulk when 
anything unpalatable is spoken. 

But she has not spoken anything unpalatable to hurt the 
feelings of her daughter. Why did tears appear in her eyes? Why 
did she fly into a rage and go away? Let her go. She will understand 
when everything is explained to her at an opportune moment. 

The maidservant came to her. 

Sukanti asked: ‘What is Dushmanta doing?’ 

The maidservant said: ‘He is having a chat in the drawing 
room. 

‘Who else is there? 

“There are two or three persons.’ 

“Tell Rajib to hire a cab for me.’ 

‘Do you want to go somewhere madam?’ 


‘Yes, be quick.’ 
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33 


THAT evening a meeting was held in Dushmanta’s drawing room. 

Natabarbabu said: ‘Nobody can say which problem is more 
important than others and hence should be given top priority. 
Everything depends on a person’s convictions. One’s experiences 
only bring in ideas to one’s mind and create convictions. Just by 
saying that provincialism has no place in India we cannot wish 
away Haribabu’s views and say that it is immaterial if the tribals of 
Simhabhum learn Oriya, Hindi or Parsee, or it does not matter to 
us if the Bengali speaking Oriyas of Medinipur continue to speak 
Bengali. Gopalbabu! Your idea that all problems can be 
satisfactorily resolved only by resorting to your method cannot be 
infallible.’ 

Tusharkanti seemed to approve of this by nodding his head. 
Putting the papers related to The Home for the Destitute on the 
table, he remained attentive to what others would say. To his right 
was seated Haribabu, an old worker of Simhabhum. Forgetting 
hunger and sleep he has been working tirelessly throughout his 
life for the preservation of Oriya culture, nationalism, honour and 
reputation—in a word, for saving Oriya life in Simhabhum district. 
His head has bowed down with age. He has got the indication 
that he has to go back to the other world. He needs time because 
half of his work is not yet completed. Now he is Dushmanta’s 
guest. 

He said: ‘Now a days people of Gopalbabu’s ilk are seen in all 
countries of the world. All the while they are vomiting the poison 
of destruction. Sir, do you think all the people will speak one 
language if your dream comes true in the Indian soil? Linguistic 
difference will again create a bitter conflict in your Utopia. That 
conflict will burn your future Utopia into ashes. Hence I request 
you to visit Simhhabhum once to see the condition of the Oriya 
people. Retreat from the path of destruction and organize the 
people to save Oriya nationality from getting extinct.’ 
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Haribabu took a pause. Old Madhubabu was seated beside 
him. He was also Dushmanta’s guest. He has come from 
Medinipur. He closes his eyes when he listens to somebody and 
opens them when he attempts to speak. He is a tireless Oriya worker 
of Medinipur. He has been beaten several times by Bengali speaking 
Oriyas for identifying himself as an Oriya. He has been insulted 
and is being insulted daily. When he closes his eyes, two hundred 
years’ history of Medinipur comes to his mind. He reminisces 
about the maritime trade of Kalinga, Tamralipta and Kanhu 
Bhuyan. Opening his eyes he thinks like Rip Van Winkle: ‘I am 
not in me, I am there, under that tree-.’ 

Orissa, today, is not the same as the Kalinga of yore. It is 
doubtful if Medinipur will ever be included in Orissa after the 
partition of Bengal. It may or may not be included but the Oriyas 
should know themselves and preserve their Oriya identity. 
Madhubabu has changed his mission. Had Virendra Sasmal’s visit 
to Puri not been a disappointment, today, Medinipur would have 
been the crown of Orissa. The matter is now out of hand. That 
part of the Oriya territory is lost. Let the Oriya language live and 
Oriya nationality be preserved in that part of the land separated 
from Orissa. 

Madhubabu said: ‘I appreciate Haribabu’s proposal. Public 
opinion has changed after the country became independent. There 
is no problem for an Indian citizen to live in any part of the country. 
He will avail all benefits and opportunities as an Indian citizen. 
Medinipur has become a part of Bengal. Let it be there, we don’t 
mind. But let the Oriyas know themselves and not forget their 
mother tongue. Let them introduce themselves as the inhabitants 
of Bengal, sacrifice themselves for the collective development of 
Bengal. It would be a matter of joy, a matter of pride but to identify 
them as Bengali would be cowardly.’ 

What is the greatest misery of mankind? The answer is the 
injury to one’s self-respect. The Oriyas of Medinipur are suffering 
the same misery. The only way to save them is to make those people, 
who have forgotten themselves, aware of their identity. And for 
this we need publicity, money and dedicated workers. With folded 
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hands 1 entreat Gopalbabu to visit Medinipur once and see how 
the glorious past of a great nation, its culture and language are in a 
dying state. Though not dead they are experiencing the pangs of 
imminent death.’ 

Gopalbabu said: ‘You are responsible for this sad plight. This 
plight is the result of connecting the present with the past. Let the 
past be burnt into ashes. Build a new society on its ashes. All of 
you become Bengalis. Forget Oriya language, Oriya customs, rites 
and rituals and family traditions. This will work for your benefit. 
For such petty things you are forgetting real humanitarian ideals 
and activities. 

Madhubabu, one thing appears strange to me. You are so much 
worried about the preservation of Oriya language; Oriya nationality 
and Oriya culture but tell me have you ever talked with an open 
mind to a Pana’ who happens to live in your village. Have you 
ever taken a glass of water sitting on his veranda? Leave him; he is 
a Pana, a Harijan (Mahatma Gandhi called the untouchables 
Harijans). Have you ever dined in the house of the potter’s, 
ironsmith’s or the milkman’s place located in front of your house? 
Has his wife served you rice cooked with her own hands?’ 

Natabara and Dushmanta asked simultaneously: ‘Why do 
you raise this question?’ Natabara further said: ‘All this depends on 
one’s taste.’ 

Haribabu said: ‘All these questions have nothing to do with 
nationality.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘I subscribe to the same opinion.’ 

Gopalbabu said: ‘We don't seek anybody’s opinion. They speak 
Oriya, or they are Bengali-speaking Oriyas. Do you want to awaken 
them presuming them to be asleep? Although they are very near 
to you they are far away. Human solidarity cannot be brought about 
only through a common language.’ 

Tusharkanti nodded his head. He said: ‘All are right in their 
own views. As Natabarbabu has said, ideas are formed by one’s 
experiences and thought and deeds are controlled by ideas. Nobody 
can say which idea is right and which one is wrong. In the past 
when means of transport were rare and no opportunity for 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


90 THE STORM 


communication and meeting with one another was available the 
world was very big. Different languages, civilizations and cultures 
grew up automatically at various places of the world. ‘The world, 
these days, is very small. Scientific developments have brought all 
people, all countries within one’s reach. Today we have a world- 
state. A single civilization is gradually evolving. The outer garb of 
religion and language has become worn-out. An idea born in the 
mind of a stranger in an unknown corner of the world and the 
language in which that idea is expressed don't remain confined to 
him. Within a moment the idea becomes universal and then it is 
tested in the mental touchstone of the individual and the masses. 
Different ideas float in the atmosphere of the world. They lead to 
collisions, destruction and universal dissolution. Allegiance to the 
nation, religion and language does not matter in this situation. 

What is the significance of a country or a province based on 
language? All the languages have undergone changes and are 
changing very fast. All the languages will combine to form one 
language. It is inevitable that a powerful language will influence 
its neighboring language. 

Why should we quarrel and feel sad about it? 

As a matter of fact the people of a nation don't always speak 
the same language. Their modes of living vary as their castes and 
societies. 

Maybe, Madhubabu is Kshatriya (a warrior caste) by caste. 
His daughter has married a man of Punjab. His dearest grand 
children do not know Oriya language. When the question of 
Harijans’ entry into the temple had arisen, all Hindus speaking 
Oriya, Hindi or Tamil had protested in one voice. They had an 
identity of their own. Nobody at that time had thought of the 
language spoken by a Harijan. Did the affinity of language work 
when the storm blew in Bihar after the Nuakhali accident? There 
was another identity. When the country was in want and 
deprivation the black marketeers of Orissa had colluded with the 
businessmen of Bombay and the black marketeers of India with 
the traders of Pakistan and other countries. Did they think of the 
helpless and deprived Oriya speaking people and other people of 
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the country? They had a different society of their own. 

Similarly science, arts, politics, economics, policy of 
exploitation and destructive policies have separate spheres of their 
own. 

Just like those, language has its own sphere. 

During these days the life, activities and thoughts of a man 
are complex. So who can say what is good and what is bad? Whether 
one’s ideal is good or bad depends on one’s ability, intelligence and 
publicity. Whether Haribabu, Madhubabu or Gopalbabu can 
inspire and influence Dushmantababu with a particular ideal 
depends on their respective abilities.’ 

All of then burst into laughter. Dushmanta alone smiled. 

‘Tusharkanti was silent. 

Natabar said: ‘Does not Tusharkanti have any ideal? Does 
not he have efficiency, intelligence and the policy for propagation 
of the ideal?’ 

Nodding his head, Tusharkanti said: ‘No, I don't have any. 
The light of my eyes has gone out and with that the light of my 
mind. I am groping in the dark. I am not thinking about language. 
I am away from the policy of creation of provinces on the basis of 
language, from politics, economic policies and all other policies. 
The only vital issue before me is how to maintain my family. 

We are struggling to live. I never think of the rich becoming 
poor and the poor and the invalid becoming rich. I think of myself 
and of the invalid and sick people like me in the world who suffer 
for want of food.1 never think of man’s colour, creed, caste, language, 
food, ability, social customs and never judge virtue and vice, good 
and evil in accordance with the laws of the state. 1 think of the 
suffering of the invalid and helpless people. Colour, caste, creed 
and language have no place in the world of pain and suffering. But 
life has a place. Human life is always significant irrespective of 
place and position.’ 

Being excited Natabarbabu said emphatically: ‘And the soul 
is one, only one; therefore, great men have preached the mantras 
of truth, nonviolence and forgiveness and sacrificed their lives for 
the cause of the helpless, the invalid and oppressed people. Service 
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to mankind is the best religion and the greatest duty and in matters 
of service there is no distinction between one man and another. 

The Trinity who symbolize truth, bliss and beauty; the Soul, 
the Supreme Soul and Nature; compassion, forgiveness, and peace; 
intelligence, conscience and wisdom are seated in Bada Deula™. 
They are devoid of hands and feet. But through their cosmic eyes 
they are gesturing that we should serve the humanity, particularly 
the helpless, and the destitute and oppressed people. Those gestures 
do not indicate distinctions of colour, caste and creed for all souls 
are one, being parts of the Supreme Soul. 

Thumping the table to draw others’ attention, Gopalbabu said: 
‘Certainly the Soul is one and that Single Soul is all pervading. All 
the people of the world have the same Soul. All are equal. Why 
should a part of the Soul in one body suffer pain due to want and 
deprivation and a part of the Soul in another body get the 
opportunity to torture the other Soul for self-interest and 
momentary pleasure? The rich and the poor, the weak and the 
strong, the intelligent and the foolish are equal and they ought to 
be equal.’ 

At this time Dushmanta spoke. Smiling at them he said: ‘Tell 
me whether man and woman, day and night, land and water, life 
and death are equal. All this will be possible only after universal 
dissolution. Those who have tried to bring in equality in their 
countries have themselves created such distinctions. Distinctions 
are self-generated because each individual wants to be unique.’ 

Madhubabu said: “The question whether one wants or not 
does not arise. Every man is unique because life is unique even 
though the soul is one. The soul takes a body, experiences life and 
goes back with unfulfilled hopes and desires. It comes again to 
assume a body. As man is unique so are nationalities, languages 
and creeds.’ 

Haribabu said: ‘Therefore one has to do his duties for the 
country in which one is born and for his own language. Although 
it is man’s duty to render service to the invalid and helpless people 
irrespective of nationality, language and creed he should not forget 
his duties towards his country and mother tongue.’ 
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34 


ON the other side of river Kathajodi, at a distance of two miles 
from the riverbank, by the side of a red road the Pana Street of 
Mazdoorpatna is situated. In modern parlance it is the Harijan 
Street of Mazdoorpatna. At a distance of about two furlongs from 
this street on the left side of a wide road the village named Patna 
is situated. The upper caste people inhabit it. A small road has 
branched out from the big road and it leads to the village Patna 
through the Pana Street. Between the two streets one can see a 
pasture, thickets of bushes, the cremation ground, a bog, a mango 
grove, stray mango trees, uncultivated land covered with sand, then 
cornfields on either side, groves, oleander forest, an overgrowth of 
screw-pine and the temple of Lord Shiva. On the other side of the 
road is the abode of Goddess Chandi. At a further distance of 
hundred yards the village Patna is situated. But the Pana street* is 
situated by the side of the wide, red road, on which cars, trucks 
and buses move speedily on their way to the capital and from the 
capital to various destinations. Most of the people residing in this 
street are labourers. 

On the other side of Mazdoorpatna, at a distance of hundred 
and fifty feet from the main road, Kalu Samal’s hut is situated 
which has two small rooms with low thatched ceilings. There is a 
small covered space to one side. The walls are made of dried twigs 
and clay. The door, which is made of bamboo screen, is half closed. 
There is a large pit at the rear of the house, which the contractor 
had dug to cover the road with earth. The pit is filled up with 
water for four months and it remains dry for the rest eight months 
of the year. During these months it becomes a rubbish dump. 

Kalu Samal and his family reside in this small hut. Dazzled 
by the headlights of a rich man's car he had driven the rickshaw 
into a drain. Falling into the drain he broke his waist and legs and 
became lame. Now his left leg below the knee is hanging loosely 


* Called Mazdoorpatna in post-independent parlance 
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and it does not touch the ground. He limps holding a stick in his 
hand and begs in the streets by stretching his hand. In order to beg 
he goes to the city of Cuttack in the morning and returns home in 
the evening. 

When he was pulling the rickshaw he was earning two to 
four rupees a day. He used to spend one rupee on drinks or opium 
in order to overcome his fatigue. Though he is pulling rickshaw 
no more, he has not been able to give up his old habit. Now he 
spends half of his earning from begging on drinks or opium and 
gives the rest to Rami. 

Kalu has turned fifty-five. 

Kalu’s wife, Rami works in the cornfields. When she has no 
work she goes to the other side of river Kuakhai and cuts thorny 
plants. She binds those into bundles, carries the bundles on her 
head and sells those in the nearby villages. Rami buys rice, mandia’® 
and horse gram with the money she earns. She is always busy. She 
wipes the walls and floors of others’ houses, carries soil on her 
head at some places, carries bricks, water, and mortar on her head 
at the building construction sites and also crushes bricks to small 
pieces for use in building construction. She maintains her family 
with her earnings. She works and does not talk much. Sometimes 
she becomes angry with Kalu and makes taunting remarks. 

Her elder daughter was married to a man of a distant village. 
The son-in-law was working in a textile mill. For some unknown 
reason he was sentenced to two years imprisonment and sent to 
jail. The daughter is staying in her father-in-law’s house. The 
middle daughter is Hira. Completing her sixteenth year she has 
recently turned seventeen. A groom has not yet been arranged for 
her. She has reached marriageable age. Although occasionally she 
goes to work with her mother, mostly she stays indoors. She picks 
up leaves from the mango grove, collects dry twigs to use as fuel. 
She plucks leafy vegetables such as Pitashaga, madaranga, hidimichi, 
kanasiri, sunusunia and kalamba and brings the same home. She 
sells some of the leafy vegetables and earns a few paise. Hira cooks 
food for the members of her family. She washes old and torn clothes 
with the ashes of burnt-out plantain stems that act as detergent 
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powder. Being a young girl she likes to wear clean clothes, apply 
oil on her hair and smear turmeric paste on her face. She becomes 
all ears when somebody claps his hands or sings a song and smiles 
at herself. 

Dhira is the youngest daughter. She has turned thirteen. She 
is beautiful to look at. Wrapping her body with torn clothes she 
goes out to collect cow dung holding a basket. She roams through 
the borders of the village, the deep low lands and the bank of the 
pond. She prepares cow dung cakes with the cow dung she collects. 
During catching of fish in the pond of a neighboring village she 
would put down the cow dung basket on the bank of the pond, 
catch fishes, crabs, snails and small electric eels from the ooze and 
bring them home. 

The other people in the Harijan Street earn their living by 
weaving baskets, wicker baskets, and screens with bamboo laths. 
Some manage to live on by beating small and big drums on festive 
occasions and some others earn money by rearing goose, hens, goats 
and sheep. Although Kalu Samal is lame he can do such things 
but he is not interested. 

Kalu does not have faith in such things. He knows that by 
begging and moreover by stealing whenever there is an opportunity, 
he can have easy money. In that case he can take an alcoholic drink 
or a bit of opium. Nobody will know this. He won't get such 


opportunity by weaving baskets or rearing hens. 


35 


IT was evening. 

Rami said: ‘Don't you feel ashamed? God has made your life 
miserable. Is it because you have broken your leg, you will beg and 
whatever you earn from begging you will spend on drink and 
opium? What do you gain from begging? There are two grown- 
up daughters in the house. They don't have food to eat and clothes 
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to wear. You are so poor. Without paying attention to these things 
you sit silently after taking your drink.’ 

A Kerosine lamp was flickering in the thatched house. Sitting 
near the hearth, Hira was boiling wild tuber in water mixed with 
cow dung. An exhausted Dhira was asleep on the floor of the house. 
It was dark outside. The cold of winter was disappearing slowly 
but had not yet completely gone away. It was mid-Phaguna””’. The 
wide road was there in front of the house. The rows of tree on 
either side of the road appeared like pitch-dark walls in the dark. 
From across those dark walls the yelp of a pack of jackals was 
heard. The manure dump and cow dung heap were emitting a foul 
smell. The rotten smell of a buffalo carcass was coming from a 
distant shrubbery. Kalu was sitting on his small veranda reclining 
against the wall. He had a long staff close at hand. At a distance of 
six feet from him near the threshold Rami was sitting with 
outstretched legs. 

Kalu said: ‘Listen Rami, begging is more tiresome than pulling 
a rickshaw. Is it that easy to limp along the main road, the small 
street and all types of roads and implore for help dangling a lame 
leg? When somebody is inclined to give he drops a coin down to 
me. Does anyone like to give? Beggars like us are not few in number. 
How much one can give? Can I survive if I don't take a bit of 
opium or a little liquor after I become tired with wandering? 

Rami said: ‘It is immaterial whether one lives or dies when 
one has to lead a disrespectful as well as a painful life. You are 
responsible for the suffering of three other persons. Why don't 
you give up your vocation of begging and switch over to weaving 
of baskets at home? Won't it be good for you if you learn to play on 
a trumpet, weave ropes with cocoanut fiber or jute, or else spin 
thread with a spinning wheel? The little money you earn will be of 
some use. You won't be tired and won't need alcoholic drink. I go 
out to work leaving behind a grown-up daughter to stay alone in 
the house. I am apprehensive about her safety. Though 
untouchability has been abolished, the suffering of the poor and 
the helpless has not been alleviated. I hope, you will comply with 


my humble request.’ 
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Kalu flew into a rage. He said: ‘Keep your humble request 
onto yourself. I cannot do such useless work. 1 have pulled rickshaw 
for twenty years. 1 gave you whatever I earned. You spent everything 
on food and drink. Because of you I have become a beggar today. 
Had you saved some money you wouldn't be in trouble now. At 
this age I cannot do any work sitting at home. I am giving the 
little money I am able to save from begging either to you or to 
your children.’ 

In fact, he was giving some money. Rami didn't have anything 
more to say. She kept quiet. The sound of a trumpet vas heard from 
the neighbouring house. A novice was playing on it. T here was uproar 
in the middle of the Pana Street. Some people were quarreling. 
Someone was beating a drum in that part of the street. Flashing 
bright light three motorcars sped on the main road one after another. 
Once again darkness prevailed. Somebody was clapping his hands 
in the dark. He was coughing intermittently to attract somebody’s 
attention. Sitting near the hearth Hira was glancing hither and 
thither and inserting her hand into an empty pitcher. 

Kalu closed his eyes and pondered for a moment. Who wants 
to give these days? Cuttack is a big city. The rich people and the 
bigwigs travel by motorcars. They don't look at the poor and the 
destitute. The shopkeepers and the businessmen scare away the 
herd of beggars like people scaring away flies. Who gives to the 
beggar? The travellers passing by or house holders give. But while 
some of them give—others do not. 

Kalu has discovered some other means to earn money. He 
doesn’t have the courage to reveal it before anybody. He himself 
also cannot think of it. Still he adopts the means he has discovered. 
By using such means he has procured two saris for his elder 
daughter and one for his younger daughter. He has procured two 
cups, one glass and one plate for the house and for himself a shawl, 
a pair of shoes and one comb which he uses for combing his 
moustache and beard. 

When Rami asked wherefrom he had got the things he replied 
that a generous mistress of a household had given him. Rami 
realized that he was telling a lie but she kept quiet. Kalu began to 
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take up his new job at the house of the blind gentleman. The wife 
and sister of the blind gentleman used to share his sorrow. 
Occasionally they gave him some food to eat. Maybe they would 
have given him a sari had he asked for it. When somebody in that 
house fell sick the gentleman wearing coarse handspun clothes 
would come to the house several times by car but he wouldn't glance 
at him. Only once he had given him four annas (one fourth of a 
rupee). But he brings a lot of things to the blind gentleman's house. 

Kalu was waiting for an opportunity. One day, availing the 
opportunity, he stole a fine sari. From that day he has not visited 
the house. His fear is eating him up. He goes to other places. He 
casts his glance hither and thither. He begs alms and looks for an 
opportunity to steal. 

Today the means he employed was new. His body chills and 
he shivers all over with fear when he thinks of it. 

Throughout the day he tired himself by going to people and 
begging for money with an imploring look and outstretched hands, 
but nobody paid him anything. Even the rickshawpullers with 
whom he had worked for twenty years didn't come forward to 
help him. One of them said: ‘Kalu, why are you begging? 
Dushmanta, the advocate has built a charitable home for the blind, 
the lame and the helpless people. Several people like you are staying 
there. If you go there, you will live happily.’ 

Kalu didn't like the suggestion. Will he stay in somebody 
else’s house leaving behind his wife and children? No, no. During 
the last twenty years he has pulled the rickshaws of several moneyed 
people. He has paid them money in the evening and at morning 
towards hire charges. All of them are rich. Will he approach them? 
He is feeling weak. He knows most of the gentlemen passing by 
him on the road. But none of them recognizes him. They spend 
money on betel, which they chew and throw, but they won't give a 
single paisa. 

Kallu was frustrated. He moved on. He crossed the 
Chhatrabazar Bridge and stood at a place from which the huge 
building of the college was visible. 


Under the tree near the bridge, in the shade, a woman was 
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sitting. She was a leprosy patient. Her body was covered in sores. 
Her fingers were deformed. She was unable to walk. She had to 
crawl along the road. Opening her small, dirty cloth purse she was 
counting coins. She had a lot of coins — one-anna, two-anna and 
four-anna coins. 

Kalu stared at her rudely and then moved ahead. 

It was 1 p.m. The rays of the sun were hot. 

Kalu sat on the other side of the bridge. One hour passed. 
Then he came back to the woman. Keeping her small cloth purse 
by her side she was dozing in the shade of the tree. Kalu went near 
her stealthily. His throat was itching. He was extremely hungry. 
He also sat in the shade of the tree. He looked hither and thither. 
Stretching his hand he snatched up the cloth purse. 

This is the new means he has adopted. 

He had his fill of food and drink. He drank happily. 

‘The rest of the money he tucked in his waist. He was in two 
minds about giving it to Rami. Could he get such opportunity 
everyday? What would he do the day after? If he didn’t give any 
money, Rami would pick up a quarrel with him and bid him to 
stay at home to weave baskets, to learn playing on the trumpet, to 
weave ropes, to spin thread and so on. 

Kalu felt his waist. The cloth purse was there. His head was 
reeling. He was feeling drowsy. He was dreaming of that woman. 
How ugly was she looking? Her legs and her entire body were 
covered in sores. Her fingers and toes were already deformed. She 
was demanding her money back. She was feeling his waist. Being 
startled Kalu opened his eyes in the dark. He could see her clearly 
in front of him. 

‘Hullo.’ 

‘Yes?’ 

“Take your money.’ 

Kalu was bringing the money he had tucked in his waist. 

“Take it.’ 

His head was reeling. His eyes were heavy with sleep. His 
tongue was sticky. He felt like sleeping on the veranda but didn't 
like to sleep. He stretched his hand. His mind seemed to say: ‘Take 
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your money, take it.’ 

Kalu lay down on the veranda. The coins fell off his hand 
with a jingle. He was drunk. He didn't speak anything. 

Rami shouted: ‘Hey Hira, bring the Kerosine lamp here.’ 

A sound was heard. Maybe, somebody was clapping hands 
on the roadside or a woodpecker was tapping the bark of a tree 
with its beak. There was not even a drop of water in the pitcher to 
mark the forehead with sandal paste. The public well was located 
at the place where the small road had branched from the main 
road. The road was straight. It was her village. People were talking. 
Some were beating drums and some others were blowing trumpets. 
It was the evening hour. Why should one be afraid? The main 
road was ahead. Flooding the road with light two motor vehicles 
sped along the road. 

Holding the kerosine lamp in one hand and the empty pitcher 
in the other Hira came to her mother. Taking the lamp from her 
Rami collected the coins in the lamplight. There were only one- 
anna and two-anna coins. By this time Kalu had started snoring. 

Rami counted the coins. Her calculation showed that there 
were two rupees and five annas. 

She told Hira: ‘Today your father has earned a good amount 
of money. But it is money earned by begging. He might have 
exhausted himself and sweated but it is not hard-earned money.’ 

“Take it, take it,’ Kalu raved incoherently. Changing his side 
he stretched his legs. 

Rami said: ‘Today your father has his fill of drink, Hira.’ 

Hira said: ‘There is no water in the pitcher. As Dhira came 
home at evening 1 could not leave the house during daytime to 
fetch water. The people of this village are thieves. Even they will 
steal collyrium from one’s eyes in no time.’ 


Rami said: ‘Go and come back quickly. I am going to the 
kitchen.’ 
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36 


IT was Debarajbabu’s clinic. 

Dr. Devraj, his colleague Shadashiva, Surenbabu, the 
Headmaster of the M.E. school and Parashurambabu, the zamindar 
of Bijipur are sitting in a room. Three years before Devaraj had 
come to Bijipur wearing a coarse handspun cloth, with a shawl 
around his neck and a homeopathic box and a few books in his 
hand. Looking at his appearance people had thought that he would 
deliver a lecture, collect donations and go back soon. 

Now he has a lot of books and a lot of medicine with him. 

He has his assistants in every neighbouring village. Through 
instruction and help he has created homeopaths in every village 
within the last two years. When they fail to cure a disease, they 
send for Devaraj. Otherwise the village doctors try to cure illness 
at their own level. Shadashiva acts as Devaraj’s assistant at Bijipur. 
He is a follower of Devaraj’s ideals. He is also efficient. 

Neither did Devaraj go back nor did he deliver any lecture. 

Although he has completed three years of his stay, nobody in 
the village knows who he is, wherefrom has he come and why has 
he chosen the profession of a homeopath. He is known not only 
to the villagers of Bijipur but also the people of fifteen neighbouring 
villages. They love him and listen to him. He will be about twenty- 
six or twenty seven years of age. He has sound health. He is calm 
and soft spoken. Always he has a smile on his face. 

Never has he cared for the sunshine, the rain and the cold. 
‘The day and the night are equal for him. He doesn’t distinguish 
the rich from the poor, the higher caste from the lower caste. In 
his eyes all are equal. He calls on every patient who sends for him 
at his house without caring for the suitability or unsuitability of 
the hour. He also attends patients on his own without receiving a 
call. He has attended the patients by remaining awake for nights 
together. He has cured patients with his medicine. He never 
demands anything from anybody. He accepts whatever is given to 
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him. With the money so earned he has built a hospital that has 
three spacious rooms with thatched roofs. Service to humanity is 
his motto. Human beings live everywhere. He has spent three years 
at Bijipur. Why should he stay any further? He has decided to go 
somewhere else? He is not aware of his destination, but he will 
certainly leave the place as soon as possible. 

Some people have got this news. But the news has not spread 
widely. But people have started enquiring about it. They are 
bewailing his virtues. They are telling that he is a good doctor as 
well as a noble man. He knows everybody’s family secrets but he 
won't reveal anything. Some tried to win him over but they failed. 
He gave the same reply to everybody: ‘A doctor, renders service to 
people, he attends the patients. Politics and economics do not come 
within the ambit of his service.’ 

Parashuram said: ‘Please bring about a compromise between 
the tenants and myself before you leave. 1 am not worried about 
my property. I can live comfortably with what God has given me. 
But what I find is that being instigated by the provocative speeches 
of some people my tenants are behaving unreasonably and resorting 
to violent means. Where will it ultimately lead to? They are felling 
trees and taking those away. Are they justified in catching fish 
forcibly from the ponds and not paying the land rent? I am 
convening a meeting. You please explain the matter on my behalf. 
‘They won't listen to anybody except you.’ 

Devaraj smiled. He said: ‘It is my duty to attend the patient, 
to prescribe medicine and, if the patient dies and he happens to be 
helpless, to carry him to the cremation ground on my shoulders. I 
don't know if people will listen to me or not. When I myself do 
not know what is good and what is bad, who is right and who is 
wrong, I don't have the right to speak and persuade anybody.’ 

Parashuram said: ‘It is hard to believe that an intelligent person 
like you does not have any idea about the matter. What do people 
know? They are uneducated and ignorant. Without considering 
what somebody says they get excited. It is easy to destroy 
somebody’s property or to bring it under one’s possession by force. 
It is very easy to instigate people and create trouble.’ 
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Devraj said: ‘My duty is to serve the people and to educate 
them is the duty of the Headmaster.’ 

Surenbabu, the Headmaster said: ‘Tt is the duty of everybody 
to bring people to the right path. The path shown by national 
leaders, thinkers those who think about the country, weep for the 
country and its people and those who have sacrificed their lives 
for the country or are ready to sacrifice is the right path.’ 

Shadashiva said: ‘Mr. Headmaster, the definition of right path 
given by you is correct. But the problem is that there are many 
thinkers in the country. Their thoughts are not identical. The 
leadership is changing in every country of the world and it will 
change in future. Leaders holding opposite views weep for the 
country and its people; sacrifice their lives and need to sacrifice 
the same for the country. The prevailing discourse is always 
determined by the leaders of the time. Therefore, I propose you 
should search for the right path and let the doctor attend his 
patients.’ 

Devaraj nodded his head in agreement. 

Parashuram cast a sidelong glance at Shadashiva’s face. He 
thought of Shadashiva: ‘This Shadashiva, a young chap of hardly 
twenty five, is talking big. His father was jailed on the charge of 
theft and died inside the jail. His mother is earning her livelihood 
by pounding paddy with a husking paddle at others’ houses. The 
son, after passing M.E. examination had left home. He roamed 
around ten years and finally returned to the village with a coarse 
hand-spun cap on his head. He is a friend of Devaraj, the other 
vagabond. They are trained in all matters. They are doctors in name 
only but their real business is to instigate people surreptitiously. 
‘They are sleek operators.’ 

Parashuram spoke his mind: ‘Although you try hard to avoid 
the truth, it won't remain a secret. All know that both of you are 
instigating people with your wrong advice. Don't mind if I am 
outspoken in my remarks. Do you know what will be the 
consequence of your action?’ 

Biting his lips and nodding his head Surenbabu said: ‘It will 


result in an atom bomb.’ 
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Devaraj burst into laughter. Although it is contrary to his 
nature, he has spoken several things today. It is against his principle 
to speak anything other than diseases and patients. He listens to 
whatever people say but he would respond just with a bewitching 
smile. He does not care for what others think or speak of him. He 
does not remember all those things. 

Being agitated Shadashiva said: ‘Your ideas are wrong. A 
worker never thinks of the consequences of his action. Work is the 
avowed aim of his life.’ 

Devaraj was compelled to interfere. He said: ‘Shadashiva, don't 
speak any more. Of course, I don't have the right to interfere with 
you while you are speaking. But I ask you, what disease are you 
treating? I was thinking of going away to some other place leaving 
the patients of this village under your care. Now I find I cannot do 
that. You have to go somewhere else, where, being a stranger, you 
will think only of patients.’ 

Shadashiva felt ashamed. 

‘Did you follow me, Shadashiva?’ 

‘Yes I did.’ 

‘Get ready. You will leave this village before daybreak. Your 
field of action is spread over the whole world. The homeopathic 
medicine box is your companion. I will take care of your mother.’ 

‘Can I do the work alone? 

‘Yes, you can. I was thinking of this for a long time.’ 

Parashurambabu and the Headmaster were taken aback. They 
gazed at each other. 

Dhadia, the barber came with a lantern in one hand and a 
staff on the other. All of them looked at him. Immediately he 
began to speak: ‘Oh, my master is here! The little master has been 
crying since evening by straightening his limbs. Holding him in 
her lap the mistress of the house has been sitting in one particular 
place. Seeing the child in such a state she has been weeping. She 
has sent for the doctor. Turning to Dr. Devraj he said: ‘Respected 
Sir, kindly come with me.’ 

Parashurambabu was startled. He requested the doctor to 
come to his house. 
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Naria, a Harijan boy who cooked for the doctor and had learnt 
how to treat a patient, shouted from the kitchen: ‘Doctor sir, meal 
is ready. Please take your food and then go out.’ 

Parashusrambabu said: ‘Mr. Doctor, let’s go. Today you will 
dine out at my house.’ 

‘Nari, you don’t wait for me,’ the doctor said. 

‘Everyday you say the same thing,’ Naria said sulkily. 

Holding his homeopathic medicine box Devaraj went with 
Dhadia. Parashurambabu followed them. Surenbabu took leave of 
them. Shadashiva started arranging medicines in his medicine box. 


37 


DOCTOR Devaraj stayed at zamindar Parashuram’s house till 
midnight. He examined the sucking infant of the rich man’s family. 
The family members want to see it grow up quickly by feeding it a 
lot of milk. Because of overfeeding its belly was swollen and it was 
feeling restless and was crying. The infant would be cured with 
the two doses of medicine he has administered. But Pravati would 
not let him go until the baby is asleep. 

She developed great liking for Devaraj. She gave him delicious 
food to eat. Though she didn’t get a reply, she told him several 
things and asked him several questions. She spoke endearingly 
and displayed her fondness for Devaraj. She sulked over his 
indifference towards her and used swear-words. She paid more 
than the usual fee of the doctor. But Devraj would receive only 
two rupees. He responded to all her nonsensical questions with a 
smile. 

Devaraj is strong, energetic and handsome. He is a man of 
few words. He is soft-spoken, patient, simple and straightforward. 
Pravati likes his smiling face. She wants to bow down at the feet of 
that young man. She does not care for the presence or absence of 
Parashuram. She thinks and other members of the household also 
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realize that on Devaraj’s arrival a wave of joy spreads in the house 
of the zamindar. 

Parashuram becomes suspicious about the motives of his wife. 
He becomes grave and guesses many things. But he keeps his 
thoughts under control. He derives consolation from Devaraj’s 
burning and bright eyes. Feeling tired he goes to sleep. He takes 
Devarj for a good man but he does not welcome Devaraj’s presence 
because for him Devaraj was the root of all disquiet and all troubles. 

At midnight Devraj got ready to go back to his place. 

Pravati dissuaded him by saying: ‘Will you face any problem 
if you don't go at this late hour of the night? No newborn baby 
will be crying at your house. Cannot you have accommodation in 
this house? See, how dark it is? 

‘I have to attend my work. Maybe someone might have come 
to call me.’ 

Devaraj stood up to go. 

A sulking Pravati again said: ‘I have arranged accommodation 
for you in the next room. It is late night. The barber may be dozing 
somewhere. Listen to my advice. Please don't go.’ 

Pravati stopped Devaraj by holding his hands with her own. 
The hands of the young woman were beautiful, delicate and warm. 
Glancing at him with her tremulous, bright eyes she entreated 
him to stay. The words she uttered with her quivering lips were 
sentimental: ‘If you become recalcitrant, I will be constrained to 
be so.’ 

Devraj’s body was electrified. He was fired with desire. He 
saw several things in his mind’s eye. He is a doctor. His business is 
to treat the patients. He has held the hands of many young and 
beautiful women, has raised their eyelids with fingertips and given 
them consolation by stroking their foreheads. He has succeeded 
in saving the lives of many young and lovely women and failed to 
save the lives of some women even though he had remained awake 
for nights together and attended on them. With his own hands he 
has burnt into ashes the dead bodies of several women, young and 
beautiful, in the cremation ground. 

Pravati is one among them. 
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Devaraj smiled. He said: ‘Maybe somewhere at this moment, 
someone else’s child would be feeling restless with pain. A little 
negligence on my part may lead to loss of that child for the mother. 
In that case I shall hold myself responsible for the death of the 
child. Please let me go. Tomorrow morning send me the message 
about the condition of your baby.’ 

Pravati gently released his hand. She could not utter a word. 


38 


IT was dark outside. 

A lamp was burning inside the house. Sitting on her bed 
Laxmi was explaining something to Kshanaprava. Niharika was 
sitting beside Kshanaprava. Laxmi said: ‘Don't behave like a fool, 
my daughter. In this world people make friends with those who 
come forward to help in times of crises and hardships. They will 
take you up by holding your hand. They will attend the functions 
and festivities. Dushmanta is Tushar’s intimate friend. You know 
how he stood by us during the hour of crisis.’ 

Kshanaprava looked around silently. Yes, they were in terrible 
affliction. She had suffered from fever for ten days. It was a sign of 
pneumonia. Her ever-sick mother-in-law had suffered pain due 
to fever. They didn't have money. What could his blind husband 
have done? Had nobody attended on them, they wouldn't have 
survived. Who took care of them, who saved their life? 

‘It was Dushmanta.’ 

The doctor visited their house regularly. Dushmanta made 
provision for medicine, fruits, clothes and other necessities. He 
himself visited them several times everyday, enquired about their 
health, attended them and returned home at the dead of the night. 
She notices a great change when she looks around their partially 
dilapidated thatched house. Everything has changed during the 
last ten days. Wherever she looks she finds signs of Dushmant’s 
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generosity, affection and sacrifice. 

She herself is unable to recognize her own house. All things 
in the house are new. Mattresses, bedspreads, blankets, mosquito 
nets, pillows, screens, clothes, saris, chemises, blouses, and shirts 
etc. are new. All the utensils including teacups are new. All the 
kitchen implements beginning from the small vegetable chopper 
to the new grinding stone and mill stone have been kept in the 
adjacent room. Sacks of rice, pulses, and tins of edible oil, tea, sugar 
and spices have been stored. Everything necessary has been brought. 
It appears as if Laxmi, the goddess of riches, has entered this house 
by mistake. 

She had lain on her bed only for ten days. During that period 
Dushmantababu had fulfilled the needs of the house. Nobody had 
dared to utter a word of protest. A cook was employed for cooking 
meals, a maidservant to do the domestic chores. The cook has left 
the house. Kshanaprava herself has started cooking in the kitchen. 
The maidservant is still working. 

The arrangements were made at Dushmanta’s behest. 

All have been won over by his affection, sympathy and 
goodness. His kindness has bound them to him. They are sheltered 
under the umbrella of his sympathy. Kshanaprava has not been 
able to extricate herself from the ambit of his affection and 
kindness. T he sari she is wearing, the garment that covers her body, 
the mirror in which she sees her face and the comb with which 
she parts her hair are all gifts given by Dushmanta. Her husband 
has proposed that they would have to leave this house and move 
to Dushmanta’s. There is a separate building adjacent to 
Dushmanta’s residence. If they stay there it would be easy and 
convenient for Tusharkanti and Kshanaprava to supervise the work 
at the Home for the Destitute. Except Kshanaprava all others have 
agreed to the suggestion. All her arguments against taking shelter 
in somebody else’s house have been futile. Today, her mother-in- 
law herself is trying to convince her. Why should she object further 
to the proposal, deem it a dishonor to accept his generous gifts 
and treat his sympathy as derision? 

She has observed him at close quarters for ten days. She has 
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talked with him about her health. Though he has served her he 
has kept himself away from her. Dushmanta is a noble man. He 
deserves honour and devotion. She won't prevent him from doing 
what he wants to do. He wants to render help to his blind friend. 
When others do not object why should she object? 

He is helping his blind friend. 

He has donated his property for the benefit of the invalids 
and the orphans of the country. Now it is in the custody of his 
blind friend. Why was he not thinking of them till date? Long 
back he must have got the news about the blindness of his friend. 
How is it that he didn’t enquire about it even once? She had not 
heard the name of such a benevolent friend from Dushmanta in 
times of crisis. There are some such friends in the world. 

She felt deeply wounded. 

She recollected her student life, her friend Hemangini, 
Hemangini’s mother Sukanti, the sports and frolics, the jests and 
jokes, her marriage proposal, the sleepless nights and the strokes 
and blows of her thoughts. On one side was Dushmanta, a rich 
man’s son, sedate and handsome! He had revealed his heart through 
his eyes and the gravity of his demeanor. On the other side was 
Tushar. He was poor but skillful in the art of speaking. He could 
express his thoughts in mellifluous language. He could muster 
courage to fight against the world. 

She thought of Tusharkanti, her lover! 

Why should she protest? 

Laxmi said: ‘Why are you thinking so much, my daughter? 
God is the refuge of the helpless people. I love Dushmanta as 
much as I love my son. He also loves all of us. He is simple, 
affectionate and magnanimous. We must respect his wishes.’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘Mother, please be quiet. It is of no use to 
hear of somebody’s merits of demerits. You are my mother-in-law 
and I am your daughter-in-law. It is my duty to respect your wishes 
and carry out your orders with humility. Service to you is like a 
religion for me. Your words are gospel for me.’ 

‘Are you angry? 


Kshanaprava’s eyes were brimming with tears. Suppressing 
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her mental anguish she spoke in a tremulous voice: ‘Who shall 1 
be angry with? I have a little learning. I have hurt you because of 
the pride of my learning. I am falling at your feet.’ 

Kshanaprava bowed down before her mother-in-law. After a 
while, with her head bowed down on the ground, she said: ‘Kindly 
forgive me.’ 

Then she rose. Tears were flowing from her eyes. She 
continued: ‘Because of my pride in learning 1 was about to disobey 
your command and oppose my husband’s desire. I was trying to 
assert my individuality. ] am completely at fault. That I am your 
daughter-in-law is my only identity.’ 

She kept quiet. She thought to herself: 1 don’t have any other 
identity. Let all my identities both past and present; be dissolved 
in my present identity of a daughter-in-law. I don’t have past 
identity, learning and intelligence and thinking ability. Besides my 
ailing mother-in-law, blind husband and a young sister-in-law, 1 
don't have anybody else in the world. My identity is confined only 
to a daughter-in-law, a wife and a sister-in-law. Today ] have only 
three persons whom 1 can treat as my own. Their wishes are orders 
for me and my duty is to obey the orders. 1 will float like a flower 
in the current at their behest. 

The outer chain of the front door clattered. Somebody was 
calling slowly: ‘Kshanaprava, Kshanaprava! 


39 


NIJHARIKA came to open the door. Gazing at her Kshanaprava 
began to think: All the people call her Prava. Then who is 
addressing her as Kshanaprava? 

Long back someone used to call her Kshanaprava. Now it 
appears like a dream. Her mother who had brought her to this 
worrying world had showered all her love, affection and blessings 
on her and again left her in the care of a cruel father who called 
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her Kshanaprava in a soft voice. Today she hears the same tender 
call that appears to have come floating from the world of the dead. 
It is a soft, pathetic and painful call. 

Who is calling her? 

The soft voice of her mother cannot come floating to her 
from the world of the dead. Then who is calling her? Her heart 
beat rapidly. She remembered another woman, who used to love 
her more than she loved her own daughter. She received motherly 
love and affection from her. She was very much eager and anxious 
to make Kshanaprava her own and take her to her house for all 
time to come. Kshanaprava had shattered her hope. Even after 
coming to Cuttack she had deliberately avoided meeting with her 
under the pretext of domestic troubles. She is Dushmantababu’s 
mother whom she addressed as mother. She alone, stroking her 
back, addressed her fondly as Kshanaprava. 

Yes, Sukanti Devi, the very same woman hurriedly entered 
into the house. The bright light of the new lamp fell on her face 
and body. Kshanaprava had before her a dream-image, not of her 
mother but the image of the Mother. She had changed a lot. 
Previously she appeared like a queen. Now she has become a widow 
looking ordinary like hundreds of common people of the world. 
She was wearing a white sarie without a boarder. Her hair was 
partially gray and unkempt. She was now toothless. Her bright 
yellowish complexion had turned pale. Wrinkles had appeared on 
her forehead. Her eyelids were pale but her eyes were glowing with 
compassion. T here was a loving and sympathetic smile on her face. 
It expressed the exaltation of her heart. 

Kshanaprava stood up. With rapture in her eyes she gazed at 
the woman who was like a mother a few years back. Now she is 
outside the ambit of her compassion. She has distanced herself 
from her love and longing. 

Sukanti stared at Kshanaprava who was once the apple of her 
eye. Her body was weak and anaemic. Her face was looking pale. 
That beautiful face bore the brunt of much grief and anxiety. Her 
eyes were brimming with tears. Tearstains were conspicuous on 
her cheeks. She was wearing a half-dirty, white, mill-made sari. 
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There were no ornaments on her body. She had only two red bangles 
on each of her hands. 

In this side, on the bedstead was sitting a sick woman. She 
was old and emaciated. She had bony cheeks and sunken eyes. 
Her limbs were thin. She was almost bald having only a small 
bunch of gray hair on her head. Sukanti presumed her to be 
Kshanaprava’s mother-in-law. T he girl standing nearby aged twelve 
or thirteen years, attractive, sweet, healthy and wild-eyed might be 
her sister-in-law, she surmised. 

Sukanti looked back at Kshanaprava. She remembered what 
Hemangini had said. Hemangini, she thought, is a foolish girl. 
Being the daughter of a rich man and the wife of a millionaire she 
has not been able to realize the significance of poverty and the 
sanctity of the poor people. Hemangini has never tried to see how 
the pure and holy soul of a poor man glitters like pure gold in the 
fire of poverty. The tears flowing from a poor man’s eyes are sacred 
like the waters of the Ganga and the Yamuna. They remove all 
impurities from his mind and make it clean, pure and sacred. 

She could see before her eyes Kshanaprava, the very symbol 
of purity. 

Sukanti gazed at her with rapturous eyes. Coming close to 
her she said: ‘Don't you recognize your mother?’ 

Kshanaprava could not control her emotion. She forgot for a 
moment that meanwhile several years have passed by and during 
those years several incidents big and small have occurred. She made 
obeisance by bowing her head at Sukanti’s feet. 

Bending down Sukanti raised Kshanaprava from her knees 
by holding her hands. With a tearful face she said: ‘You have been 
living in Cuttack for such a long time, but you have never thought 
of paying a visit to your mother! One’s condition changes because 
it is not under one’s control. It depends upon Divine will and the 
decree of fate. But one’s devotion to somebody never changes. It is 
a divine thing, my daughter! 

Kshanaprava could not utter a word. Tears streamed down 
from her eyes. The words ‘One’s devotion to somebody never 
changes’ echoed in her ears. In the mist created by tears there 
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appeared before her a simple, happy and cheerful face whose 
innocent eyes embodied devotion, which is divine. 

Kshanaprava's heart gave an anguished cry. 

Sukanti asked: ‘Is this woman your mother-in-law? Is this 
girl your sister-in-law?’ 

Niharika paid obeisance to her. 

Sukanti held her hand, embraced her and then raised her 
beautiful face. Kissing her forehead flushed with shame she asked: 
‘What’s your name my daughter?’ 

Kshanaprava replied: ‘Her name is Niharika.’ 


40 


THEY chatted for a long time. They recollected past incidents 
and talked about old acquaintances, their anger and sulkiness. The 
chat lasted for nearly two hours. Sukanti won their hearts with her 
soft, sweet and consolatory words. Kshanaprava felt as if her mother, 
the fountain of mercy and the ocean of love, has come back from 
the world of the dead. 

Laxmi realized that Dushmanta, the very embodiment of 
compassion, was born of this compassionate lady. Dushmanta can 
endear even strangers. He is capable of bestowing favour and 
fortune on the poor. 

Sukanti said: ‘Kshanaprava was not born of me but I love her 
more than I love my own daughter. When her uncle was alive he 
had promised me to place her on my lap. Man proposes but God 
disposes. Therefore one should not blame the other, ever be angry 
with or sulk on others. It is good to endure bravely whatever 
happens in one’s life. 

I have lost four sons whom I had given birth to. I used to 
grieve for the loss but no more I do so. Sister, that madcap 
Radhamadhab who has taken away my sons is sporting about in 
my house. You come and see. He told me to come here and take 
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back my daughter. My husband died with the unfulfilled desire in 
his mind. That unfulfilled desire makes me restless. The one, who 
would have lived with me as my daughter-in-law, will now live 
with me as my daughter.’ 

Sukanti gave Kshanaprava an affectionate hug. Touching her 
head gently with her own she said: ‘I will take her with me today. 
She will be my daughter as well as my mother.’ 

Laxmi spoke cheerfully: ‘Who will oppose and say no if you 
take away your own daughter? Do you know how happy my Tushar 
will be to hear the news?” 

‘I know it, sister. Kshanaprava, Tushar, yourself and your pet 
daughter Nira will also come to stay with me.’ 

Laxmi said: ‘I cannot live for a moment in the absence of my 
daughter Prava, the apple of my eye.’ 

‘I wont listen to that. I won't return alone. Kshanaprava will 
accompany me. Tushar and Dushmanta are having a chat at our 
house. I have not seen them. You please tell Tushar, when he comes 
back home, that Dushmanta will come tomorrow morning and 
take you all to our home.’ 

Laxmi kept quiet. 

Kshanaprava was perturbed. If they delayed for one hour more, 
Tusharkanti would come back. In that case his opinion could be 
sought. He would never disagree. His desire would be fulfilled. 
Why does mother-in-law not tell this to Sukanti? How would she 
tell it? During the last several years of her married life she has 
never remained away from her husband, mother-in-law and sister- 
in-law even for a day. How could she go with her? How could she 
refuse to go? Sukanti loves her more than she loves her own 
daughter. Can she hurt her by refusing to go? 

Laxmi said: ‘Now Tushar would be coming.’ 

With a pale face Sukanti said: ‘Shall I seek Tushar’s permission 
to take my daughter to my house? 

Laxmi felt ashamed. Trying to divert Sukanti’s attention 
she said: ‘I am not talking about that. You will take your daughter 
with you. So the question of seeking permission doesn’t arise. 


She has already cooked food for the family. Nira will serve the 
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meals. Prava, you may go with your mother. Before that you 
change your clothes.’ 

Sukanti stood up by holding Prava’s hand. Her eyes were 
brimming with tears. She said: ‘Don't worry. Even if she goes naked 
she will continue to be my daughter. Let me see my daughter alone, 
clad in such clothes for one night.’ 

She kept quiet for some time. Her tears were eloquent. Then 
she said: ‘I will leave your daughter-in-law with you tomorrow 
morning not here but at your new house. Remember, Tushar is 
also my son.’ She turned to Kshanaprava and said: ‘Let’s go, my 
child.’ 

Holding Kshanaprava’s hand Sukanti came out. Nira showed 
the way with the help of a lamp. Remaining dumb like a doll 
Kshanaprava went with Sukanti. By holding her hand Sukanti led 
her to the cab. 

The cab started moving. Questions arose in Kshanaprava’s 
mind. Where was she going? Why and with whom? She sobbed 
uncontrollably. Soon she suppressed her sob by closing the lips 
tightly. Tears flowed from her eyes. It seemed she heard somebody’s 
loud laughter mingled with the sound of the moving cab. 
Somebody seemed to say: ‘Now that your vanity is shattered, you 
may come here. Dushmanta will help you.’ She thought blind 
Tusharkanti was laughing at her. 

Closing her eyes she took a long deep breath. Controlling 
herself she mustered courage and replied to her own concocted 
question: ‘Kshanaprava may be destroyed but nobody can humble 
her pride.’ 


41 


COMING back home Niharika closed the door. She looked 
around. The sudden development turned her thoughts topsy-turvy 
in her small head. It appeared as if Goddess Laxmi had left and 
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there was no life in the house. Light had gone out and darkness 
had prevailed. 

Coming to her mother she asked: ‘Why did you allow Nuau 
to go? See how the house looks empty.’ 

Niharika started crying. 

Laxmi was perturbed to see her daughter crying. Really how 
empty the house looked! Wherc wus Goddess Laxmi? All things 
were in the order, then why this feeling of emptiness? Someone 
came, stayed for two hours, won their hearts by telling several things 
and finally took away with her the daughter-in-law who was the 
grace of the family. Why did she allow her daughter-in-law to go? 
Driven by necessity she has lost her virtue. 

Laxmi could not reply. Everything appeared dark. Lying down 
on Tusharkanti’s bed she said: ‘Nira, I have lost my wits and my 
mental health has broken down. My child, please rise up and hold 
my head. Ah! I have a pain in my chest.’ 

Being terrified Niharika went to her. Sitting beside her mother 
she stroked her chest and said: ‘Aunty is very affectionate. She 
took my Muau with her tonight. Tomorrow morning all of us shall 
go to her house.’ 

Laxmi said: ‘I have an acute pain in my chest. Please stroke it, 
ah! 

‘The old woman began to cough loudly. She had an attack of 
asthmatic fit. 

Somebody called Nira from outside. 

Nira said: ‘Mother, my brother has come.’ 

Nira opened the door. Dushmanta and Tusharkanti entered 
the house. 


42 


LAXMI opened her eyes. She looked around steadfastly. An electric 
bulb was hanging from the ceiling. It was giving blue light. An 
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electric fan was moving slowly. It was a spacious room. The walls 
were flawlessly white.’T he windows were big. Someone was singing 
a song in a very pathetic voice. Laxmi was not sure whether the 
singer was near or afar. Turning her body on the soft mattress of 
her bed she looked up. Sitting on a chair beside her bed Niharika 
was keeping watch on her. Nobody else was there in that large 
room. 

Niharika stood up. Coming close to the bed she put her hand 
on the old lady’s forehead and asked: ‘Mother, do you feel a little 
better? Oh, you are running a temperature!’ 

Laxmi didn't reply. It seemed she lacked energy to speak. 

They had completed seven days of their stay at Dushmants’s 
house. Before coming here she had suffered from the same old 
disease. Her head was reeling. She had a pain in the chest. She was 
wheezing and had whooping cough. Kshanaprava had already come 
with Sukanti at night. The next day at morning Dushmanta had 
brought Laxmi, Niharika and Tusharkanti with him to his house. 
Laxmi’s illness was aggravated when she came breaking all 
attachments with her old house. 

‘They didn’t have to stay in Dushmanta’s outhouse. Sukanti 
herself put them up in the upper floor of the main building. Several 
rooms were lying vacant. A family of fifty people could be 
accommodated in one corner of her house. 

Sukanti had made very good arrangements for their 
accommodation. 

Adequate provision was made for Laxmi’s medical treatment. 
‘The doctor was coming twice or thrice daily to examine her. He 
was prescribing medicine and diet. Sukanti and Dushmanta were 
coming frequently and enquiring about her health. Kshanaprava 
and Niharika were always at her side. T he servants might be critical 
at her back, they might be twisting their face, which was a sign of 
disregard but they didn't neglect to serve her in fear of Sukanti 
and Dushmanta. 

In spite of so much care and attention Laxmi’s condition has 
shown no signs of improvement. In the doctor’s opinion her 
condition is critical. She is weak and anaemic and her heart is not 
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in good condition. Still there is no reason to despair. The asthmatic 
patients suffer a lot but they don’t die easily. 

In a feeble voice Laxmi asked: ‘Who is there? Is it Niru? 

‘What do you want mother? 

‘Where is your brother?” 

‘Tust now he was here. Brother Dushmanta came and took 
him. They have gone to talk with some strangers who have come 
to the house. Shall I call him” 

‘And where is your Nuau? 

‘She was also here. She has just gone because aunty has called 
her. It is the time for offering arat#®® to Radhamadhab. She has 
asked to inform her when you wake up so that she would come to 
give you medicine. Let me call her. Hullo Sati?’ 

A girl of ten or eleven years of age was dozing on the veranda. 

She responded: ‘What do you want?’ 

‘Come here.’ 

Being annoyed she said: ‘Tell me what you want?’ 

‘Listen to me.’ 

The old lady said: ‘Don't worry my child. You need not cal! 
anybody. What can anybody do for me? This cursed disease is eating 
into my body. How much I wish to die! You sit here my child.’ 

‘Let me call Nuau. 

‘Don't worry. She will come of her own accord when she finds 
time. You sit here.’ 

Sitting on the chair Nira stroked her head once again. The 
old lady closed her eyes. It seemed she was deriving heavenly peace 
from the mild touch of the soft hand of her daughter. 


43 


IN the next room Kshanaprava was sitting beside Sukanti. After 
worshipping Radhamadhab and waving light before him she was 
explaining his greatness to Kshanaprava. She said that, as she knew 
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more and more about Radhamadhab her suffering became less 
and less. God-Radhamadhab alone is the source of all joy and 
peace. He is not a mere brass idol. He is the embodiment of human 
faith. Faith is God; faith is joy and peace. 

Kshanaprava said: ‘Had God not given disease, suffering and 
death to man this world would have been a heaven. Why has God 
imposed these on humanity, mother? 

Sukanti said: ‘God gives whatever is needed. Had there been 
no suffering, death, sorrow, misery and despair nobody would 
realize the existence of God. Death is not the enemy of life my 
child, but its friend. Death makes us aware that our days are 
numbered and therefore every moment of life is very much precious. 
Had life been unending, man would not have hopes and desires; 
he would be lying as a living stone.’ 

‘What is the ideal of human life?’ 

‘The ideal depends on man’s faith and dedication. Beginning 
from the time of creation of the human race till date great men 
have given different opinions about the ideal of human life. 
Combining all these together we can draw a conclusion that faith 
in God is man’s ideal. If you believe in God the ideal path of life 
will appear automatically before your eyes.’ 

Niharika rushed into the room. 

Sukanti asked: ‘Is your mother asleep, my child?’ 

‘She has awakened from sleep and she is asking about Nuau.’ 

Kshanaprava got up. The gold ornaments she had worn 
glittered in the light. She had earrings in her ears, necklace of 
golden flowers round her neck, golden bangles in her hands and 
rings in her fingers. She was wearing a very attractive and costly 
coloured sari. She had painted collyrium in her eyes. The vermilion 
mark on her head was dazzling. 

Being enraptured by her beauty Nira gazed at her. She has 
been gazing at her like this for the last seven days. She is overjoyed 
to see her Nuau. How beautiful she looks! She looks like a goddess. 
Aunty has gifted her all those ornaments. 

Aunty has also hung a small gold necklace around Nira’s neck 
and given her two small gold bangles. How good is she! 
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Nuau’s smiling face is looking grave. These days she doesn't 
talk much. She remains busy all the time. After Kshanaprava's 
arrival at the house Sukanti has found time to breathe again. She 
has brought home a daughter as well as a daughter-in-law. Let her 
take all responsibility of the house. Hemangini is staying in her 
husband’s house after marriage. She cannot take responsibility of 
her mother’s house. If Sukanti indulges herself in worldly 
attachments she cannot think of God during the last phase of her 
life. Whatever the reason may be, Dushmanta is not willing to 
marry. It is not possible to force her educated son into marrying. 
Why should she torment herself by thinking about it? How long 
will she live? 

Dushmanta has transferred half of his property to 
Tusharkanti’s custody for the service of the poor, the handicapped 
and the helpless people. He has absolute trust in Tushar. He has 
accepted Tushar as a brother and made him the owner of half of 
his property. Tushar has become a son of this family. Once she 
herself and her husband Anantababu had desired and hoped to 
marry their daughter Hemangini with the same Tushar. 

Either Dushmanta likes Tushar and has deep faith in him or 
he is distressed and disappointed because of Tushar’s suffering. 
Treating his friend’s plight as his own he has experienced the 
suffering of a blind man, the misery of the poor and the discomfort 
of the helpless people. Or it maybe ... 

No, it is impossible. Dushmanta is her own child. He is 
educated, self-disciplined and self-sacrificing. He is not a fool. 

She saw Kshanaprava with her own eyes. She is a burning 
flame of purity in the midst of poverty. Dushmanta wants to be 
close with this poor family. Why should there be a barrier of status 
between the two families? Why should there be an anxiety to look 
down standing on the balcony of a tall building? Why should 
Dushmanta be restive with the desire to help the poor family? 
Why should the hesitation to accept help create the feeling of 
inequality in the minds of the two friends? 

But how long will it last? What will happen after her death? 

No, let the two small families merge together and become 
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one, let all distinctions disappear and Kshanaprava be a wife, a 
daughter, a daughter-in-law and above all, the mistress of this 
house. Let her be imprisoned in a big room of this big building. 
Let her be tied with fetters of gold and jewels. Let her taste power, 
which is very sweet and intoxicating. It makes one drowsy and 
reddens one’s eyes. Let her become entangled in the problems of 
the rich. Let her grasp the realities of happiness and misery. 

For her it would be like an ordeal by fire. 

If Dushmanta has been hurt, his feelings of hurt will 
disappear. Maybe he would agree to marry. It will be possible if 
Kshanaprava persuades him to do so. Kshanaprava can do what 
she herself and Hemangini could not do. Although they have failed 
and all their exhortations were in vain, Kshanaprava’s presence, 
dedication, purity, efficiency can bring about a change in 
Dushmanta’s mind. 

Radhamadhab knows what will happen! 

Within seven days she has handed over responsibility to 
Kshanaprava. She told her: ‘Take this bunch of storeroom keys my 
child and keep it with you. You are my daughter-in-law. Dushmanta 
is a fool. Being old 1 visualize clearly my place of abode in the next 
world. No more, I like to be entangled with the affairs of this 
world. Had Dushmanta married and brought a daughter-in-law 
to this house, I would have been relieved by handing over all this 
to her. Dushmanta is crazy but 1 won't oppose what he intends 
and determines to do. To sacrifice one’s self for the afflicted, the 
poor, the helpless and the physically challenged people and to 
abandon worldly and family attachments are good things my child. 
‘Those are great things but, as we know, the human mind is weak 
and subject to change. If Dushmanta ever agrees to marry and 
brings his wife to this house, then you will do your duty. The one 
who comes here after you will be a late arrival. For me Tushar and 
yourself take precedence over others.’ 

Kshanaprava had protested: ‘Mummy, I cannot shoulder this 
great responsibility. I cannot take any responsibility other than 
rendering service to you.’ 

With tearful eyes Sukanti had said: ‘Please, make me free 
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from the responsibility of this small family. This is my humble 
request.’ 

The world started rolling before Kshanaprava’s eyes. It was 
not a dream. Seven days before she was thinking that she would 
venture into the world outside against her husband’s wishes in 
order to maintain her small family. She would labour hard and 
fight against her miserable condition. Today she has considerable 
wealth at her disposal. She is unable and unwilling to dispose of 
that wealth. Since it is somebody else’s wealth the owner should 
take the responsibility of managing his wealth. 

Seeming to know her mind, Sukanti said: ‘I know what you 
are thinking of. You are weighing affection against trifling wealth. 
Tusharkanti is my son; the eldest born but I want you first and 
foremost. If you can bear the burden of all my love and affection, 
cannot you take care of a mere bunch of keys? I am at your back. 
Your reluctance to take charge of the keys will hurt me. Please 
take this bunch of keys.’ 

Sukanti put in Kshanaprava’s trembling hand the bunch of 
keys of the store-rooms. T hose keys signified the burden of wealth, 
ties of attachment and bonds of love and affection. In a cheerful 
voice she said: ‘Well, now everything is yours and all are your people. 
Only Radhamadhab is mine.’ And- 

Drawing Kshanaprava’s pale face onto her chest and rubbing 
her forehead against Kshanaprava’s head she said: ‘and you are also 
mine. I need a grain of nirmalya®’ from your hand at the time of 
my death.’ 

Shouldering the responsibility of the house Kshanaprava has 
now become the mistress of the house. How can the servants of 
the household and the outsiders understand the great change that 
has come over this aristocratic family? Looking at each other they 
are trying to know the inside story of such a great riddle. 

Hemangini has not visited the house since the day she had 
gone away sulking at her mother. She has heard everything. She is 
very angry but has kept quiet. She is observing the course of events 
from a distance. She is ruminating on the recent events. Her brother 
might be mad. Has her mother also gone mad? 
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Dushmanta comes inside the house twice or thrice a day. After 
taking some food in a hurry he goes back either to the library or to 
the drawing room, or to his bedroom. He has also perceived the 
change. Now Kshanaprava, instead of his mother, is serving food. 

She serves food to both Tushar and Dushmanta at the same 
time. The woman who rarely talked in the past has started smiling 
and talking freely. ‘Let me give a little more. No, nobody is allowed 
to leave anything on the plate.’ 

Tushar and Dushmanta behaved like two obedient children. 

Dushmanta doesn’t dare to look at this new mistress of the 
house. He doesn't find time to think of anything. Unknowingly he 
is experiencing new enthusiasm and new inspiration. Living close 
at hand Tusharkanti is working for the Home for the Destitute. He 
is so busy with his work that he has no time left for him. 

Seven days have passed by leaving the impression of just seven 
moments. 


44 


KSHANAPRAVA entered the room accompanied by Niharika. 
Laxmi was lying on the bed with eyes closed. Sati, the maidservant, 
was standing near her bed. 

Laxmi was becoming weaker day by day. She has almost 
stopped taking food and drink. She is vomiting the water she drinks. 
Sometimes cough is choking her throat. Her medical treatment is 
going on. The doctor is hopeful about her recovery from illness. 
‘There is no dearth of service. All are attending on her. 

Kshanaprava is not neglecting her mother-in-law even though 
she is carrying the burden of such a big family. She is attending to 
all household chores, taking care of everybody and rushing to her 
mother-in-law whenever she finds a Little time. She is giving her 
medicine, sitting beside her and stroking her legs. Further, she is 
going downstairs into the kitchen, preparing barley-gruel and 
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bringing the same for her mother-in-law. She is moving about 
like a whirlwind. She is omnipresent. Kshanaprava has turned over 
a new leaf, She has become enthusiastic about her new life and is 
gathering new experiences. 

Pouring medicine into a glass Kshanaprava stood beside 
Laxmi and called: ‘Mother? 

Recognizing her voice Laxmi responded in a feeble voice with 
eyes closed as before: ‘Um.’ 

‘Open your mouth and take this medicine.’ 

Laxmi swallowed the medicine. 

Sitting on the chair beside her Kshanaprava stroked her feet. 

Laxmi sighed and then called: ‘Nira’. 

‘What do you want me to do, mother?’ 

“Tell your Nua to come here.’ 

‘I am sitting beside you, mother’, Kshanaprava said. Coming 
close to her she put her hand on the mother-in-law’s head. 

‘The old lady asked: ‘Where have we come, my child? How 
long shall we stay here?’ 

“We have come to stay here, mother. This is Dushmantababu’s 
house.’ 

‘What! We have to stay here! Why should we stay in 
somebody else’s house? Prava, my child, let us go back to our house. 
Here I don't feel comfortable. She had brought my daughter-in- 
law here that night. Several nights have passed by. She has not yet 
sent my daughter-in-law back. Where is my daughter-in-law, Nira? 
I don't see her here. Where did my Prava go?” 

‘Tears streamed down from the old woman's eyes. 

Wiping the tears with the loose hanging end of her sari 
Kshanaprava said: ‘I am sitting beside you mother.’ 

The old lady opened her eyes. Raising her weak and trembling 
hands she held Kshanaprava's hand and gazed intensely around 
the house. Everything appeared magical to her. She returned her 
gaze towards Kshanaprava and stared at her with an innocent look. 

‘Where am I now? Who are you my child?’ 

‘Oh Mother! Kshanaprava’s voice began to tremble. 

‘What! Now I hear the voice of my child. She has come back. 
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1 had driven her out. The old lady had taken her away for one 
night. Call her here, Nira.’ 

‘I am sitting beside you, mother.’ 

‘Who are you? Where is Prava? Call Prava here. Call my 
daughter-in-law here.’ 

‘The old woman closed her eyes and then turned her face. 

Nira spoke anxiously: ‘Mother is not able to recognize 
anybody. Nuau, let me call my brother here. Let me call brother 
Dushmanta. Let them send for the doctor.’ 

Niharika went downstairs to call them. 

Resting her head on her mother-in-law’s chest, Kshanaprava 
shed tears. She was perturbed by one single thought: ‘She couldn't 
recognize me. Have I alienated myself so much from this sick 
woman? 


45 


‘TEN days have passed after Dolapune?”. The noonday sun is very 
hot. Zamindar Parashuram is sitting on the platform in his drawing 
room. The chief accountant of his landed estate and two other 
clerks are sitting with records spread on the platform. The barber 
Dhadia is fanning. The zamindar of Bijipur is examining the 
accounts of arrear land revenue. 

Stroking his head with his hand Parashuram said: ‘Let my 
landed estate be sold by auction this time. The tenants didn't pay 
land rent. Shall I file a case against each tenant by selling my 
ornaments and utensils to meet the expenses? I don't have the ability 
to pay revenue instalments by borrowing money from others? Let 
the landed estate be sold, who will inherit it after me? 

Yes, who will inherit it? The one for whose arrival he had 
married at this late age, for whose sake he had deliberately estranged 
his dearest daughter, the one for whose name giving ceremony he 
had spent lavishly and fed the Brahmins and the poor and arranged 
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for the worship of different gods and goddesses including 
Satyanarayan is no more alive. Where is he now? Neither gods nor 
goddesses, nor the doctors and physicians—none could save him. 

Today is the twenty-first day of his death. 

Who will inherit his property? Of what use will be his landed 
estate? 

After a while, Nari the chief accountant said: ‘God willing, 
you will be blessed again with a son by this time next year. Birth 
and death occur regularly. Moreover he was a fragile baby. Why 
do you grieve so much? Man lives in hope as long as he is alive. 
When one is hopeful one exercises his intellect and works for the 
achievement of one’s goal. I think we should file a civil suit against 
the twenty to thirty defaulters for realization of arrears of land 
rent barred by limitation of time. If we don’t do this none will pay 
land rent anymore.’ 

With folded hands the clerk Rangadhar said: ‘Nobody will 
pay land rent sir, the tenants will become more arrogant. Kindly 
see the accounts of the share of the crop due to you as land owner 
and your share of paddy from share cropping. All are evading 
payment of your due and trying to deceive. If we don’t collect paddy 
by filing civil suits and by applying force against some share 
croppers all the tenants will become arrogant. No one will listen 
to you. Some rogues are instigating them. Sadei, the son of a widow 
is one among those rogues.’ 

Parashuram thought: Sadei is not at fault. It is the fault of 
this age. The people have become indisciplined. Nobody pays any 
respect to rules and regulations. Everything is done by applying 
unjust force. When Devaraj was here, he was moving around in 
the villages and providing service to them. But they were thinking 
that he was instigating people against the zamindar. He stayed in 
this area for three years. After organizing groups of social workers 
in every village he disappeared that night. Sadashiva is a follower 
of his ideals. Sadashiva had to go but due to some unknown reason 
he stayed behind. 

Sadashiva is not at fault. He had tried his best to save the 
child. But the child didn’t live. What can he do? Had Devaraj 
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been here he might have saved the child. Let me not think of it 
anymore. The one who has gone has gone for ever. Pravati is broken 
down with grief due to the death of her son. She is lying on bed. 
Sadaskhiva is attending on her. Devaraj deserves praise. Coming in 
contact with him and receiving right instructions from him, a 
disobedient and indisciplined boy like Sadashiva could become a 
good man. It is not his fault nor is it the fault of the group of social 
workers. 

Whoever may be at fault, a storm is blowing. Won't it be 
right to regulate its speed without obstructing it and allow it to 
blow in the right direction? What credit would he get by 
prosecuting hundreds of tenants and by auctioning off their 
property? There will be strong protest. Violence will spread like 
wild fire.’ 

Rent collector Bhagaban said: ‘Happiness and sorrow are 
experienced continually, sir. If we go on ruminating about these 
we won't be able to act. With iron will we must do what we want 
to do. A tiger cub becomes recalcitrant when it tastes human blood. 
‘These tenants are not human beings, they are animals. They are 
wild like tigers. They have felled trees from non-cultivated lands 
and taken those away. Please get through this list. In the ponds of 
the estate not even a snail or a small electric eel is found, let alone 
fishes. They are digging non-cultivated land, pasture and wasteland 
and adding the same to their own arable land. Here is the list.’ 

By way of an advice rent collector Nari said: ‘We can suppress 
the recalcitrant tenants by filing criminal cases against some of 
their leaders. If we don’t do anything, we’ll be staring vacantly and 
those criminals will have their ways with little regard for anybody.’ 

Parashuram said: ‘The trouble is not confined to my estate. 
‘The same condition prevails in all other estates. What are others 
doing?’ 

Rent collector Nari said: ‘The other zamindars are filing suits. 
They have their own men in every village. They will give testimony 
and hold cudgels whenever it is necessary. We cannot manage the 
estate if we don't divide the people of the villages by hook or crook. 
From beyond the seven seas a group of white people came to India. 
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Adopting the policy of divide-and-rule they oppressed the people 
of this country for hundreds of years with the might of pen. You 
have only a small estate.’ 

Appreciating Nari’s views, rent collector Bhagaban said: ‘Why 
do you go so far? Examples of divisive policies are not rare in our 
mythological texts. If you search, you will find Bibhishanas and 
Biduras in every village.’ 

Parashuram said: ‘What do we gain from such quarrel? Let 
us sit silently and watch the course of events. Let the landed estate 
be sold by auction. If anybody wants to take it let him do so. T hese 
wicked people will be burnt to death in the fire they themselves 
have lighted. Let them die.’ 

Being flushed with embarrassment, the rent collector Nari 
said: ‘Sulking over them, you want to sit at home eating your heart 
out. If they are burnt to death it will be all well and good. But the 
innocent, yourself and we will die in the same fire. It would be 
cowardly if we don't take any action. Still there is time. Let us put 
out the fire of rebellion. Things will be out of our hands if we shy 
away from taking any action.’ 

Parashuram thought over the matter for a moment and then 
said: ‘Let us wait for some time. We’ll go to Cuttack to consult a 
lawyer. We'll consult others, think over their suggestions and act 
keeping in view the possible consequences of our action.’ 

The postman climbed up the stairs. Entering the house he 
delivered three letters to Parashuram and then went away. 


46 


PARASHURAM held one of the letters and read it silently. 
The letter read as follows: A meeting of the peasants and 
labourers will be held in the grove of Bijipur. You people are not our 
enemies. But your titles such as zxamindar, businessman, owner, king, 
emperor and the ideas contained there in are the enemies of this age and 
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those are outside its purview. Come out of the golden cocoon and strong 
protective armour of title and be a human bein g. Peasants and labourers, 
the men of this Age are looking forward to your leadership. 

For Ages together you were ruling over people with threats and by 
wielding cudgels. Ruling by coercive methods is now out of date. Come 

Jorwaid, iruw uway the cudgel, shed tears for the man of this A ge and 
embrace him with open arms. You will rule not over a herd of animals 
but over human beings. You won't conquer man’ body, you will win his 
mind and heart. 

The hungry, the naked, the sick, the restless and anxious people of 
this age are waiting for you with raised hands. Mingle with them, be 
one among them and show them the way. The man of this new Age 
wants to live. He wants a handful of rice, a piece of cloth and a little 
medicine. Kindly make provision for these things. 

Parashuram looked upward, around and outside. The rays of 
the sun were very hot. Those were unbearable to the eye. Looking 
back at the letter he read it again, this time loudly: ... You are not 
our enemy.... The hungry, the naked, the sick, the restless and anxious 
people of this Age are waiting for you. Each of them wants a handful of 
rice, a piece of cloth and a little medicine. 

Bhagaban, the rent collector burst into laughter. He said: ‘Sir, 
these people are very clever talkers. Are these not enemies but 
friends? They are incendiary vagabonds. After doing all these 
activities they write that they are not your enemies but friends? 

Rent collector Nari said: ‘Hungry, naked and sick people were 
always there. This is not new. But these people have become 
arrogant. They are planning to commit violent crimes. I am going 
to inform the Police.’ 

Participating in the discussion Rangadhar said: ‘Food, clothing 
and medicine do not fall from the heavens. Those do not pour 
down on hands stretched out. If you hold the plough or the loom 
in the hand, which you have stretched out to seize others’ property, 
you will get everything. 1 shall attend the meeting and tell this to 
the audience.’ 

Parashuram didn't reply. He opened another letter and read 
it silently. 
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The letter read: I thought it would be proper to leave the place. I 
was associated with you for three years. Perhaps you had misunderstood 
us. The social workers belong to one class i.e. the class of the servitors. 
Their only purpose is to serve others and only principle is self-sacrifice. 
The entire world is their field of activity. - Devara. 

Parashuram was startled when he held the third letter. It was 
a long letter that came from Kshanaprava, his dearest daughter, 
whom he had neglected. He is not yet able to understand rightly 
why he had neglected her. Is Parvati responsible for this? A 
cowardly and incapable man derives comfort by laying the blame 
on others. Why should Parvati be responsible? 

So many people were sitting before him. He felt shy to read 
the letter even silently. 

Putting the letter down on the floor Parashuram said: ‘All of 
you may go now. Decide after careful thought what needs to be 
done; I shall think over the matter later on.’ 

Rangadhar said: ‘Should the matter be discussed any further? 
Government has made the law that civil suits can be filed against 
tenants for non-payments of land rent and criminal cases can be 
filed against a person in the court of law for trespassing on another’s 
estate, for felling and taking away trees and catching fish. Only 
your permission is needed. I shall try to manage everything if you 
permit to spend money whenever it is necessary.’ 

Parashuram said: ‘The persons against whom you want law- 
suits to be filed are themselves the government and the laws are in 
their favour.’ 

Bhagaban said: ‘Yes sir, the laws are meant for them. But if 
someone disobeys laws and does illegal things, who else will be 
adjudged guilty and receive punishment? 

‘All right, we shall consider those things later on. All of you 
may go now.’ 

‘The rent collector and the clerks took leave of him. 

Parashuram read the letter. 

—I am writing everything. When I was wallowing in want and 
deprivation, going without food and drink in order to serve my ailing 
mother-in-law, blind husband and helpless sister-in-law, I never felt 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


KANHU CHARAN MOHANTY 131 


depressed nor did I bow my head before anybody. 1 had the courage and 
strength to be proud of being your daughter. I had come out to bring 
comfort to my small family by fighting against the world. 

—Now my mother-in-law is in heaven. She cursed my happiness 
and went far away from me. About my husband, the least said the 
better. Though he is blind and incapable he does not need my service. He 
has got all the happiness that wealth, work and power can bring. He is 
very much alienated from me. There is a wide gap between our ideologies 
and modes of operation. The sister-in-law whom I loved like my own 
younger sister has distanced herself from me. I think she is eyeing me 
with suspicion. 

—For my happiness and pleasure you had been eager to send me 
to this house as daughter-in-law. Now I have come here. I have become 
the mistress of this house. I have a right over everything. All are ready 
to obey me and anxious to serve me. I didn't want all these but these 
things came to me automatically. I think somebody brought me here 
and left me in the midst of so much wealth, glory and power. Of course 
you had wanted all this for me. 

—Now you will come to me. Now your daughter has the 
wherewithal to receive you with honour. She has that much, nothing 
else. Although 1 feel restless with the burden of unwanted wealth, 
unsolicited affection, honor and power, I think I am happy. Would you 
come at least once to see how your affectionate daughter is being 
tormented by the fire of happiness? 

Parashuram read the letter repeatedly. Why did Kshanaprava 
write a letter after such a long time? Does she want to ridicule 
him? Perhaps she wanted to tell him: When 1 was in want and 
deprivation you didn't enquire after me nor did you pay a visit to 
me, now that I have money I hope you will come. 

He tore the letter into pieces. 
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PARVATI entered the room. Within a few days her condition has 
deteriorated. Her hair is untidy. She has no interest in taking care 
of her body. She has become very frail. Her eyes are sunken. She is 
weeping constantly. She feels like a snake that has lost its gem. 
The lustre of her beauty has faded. 

Parashuram was worried about her. 

Parvati sat before him. She said: ‘I cannot stay here any more. 
Always I am haunted by the child’s memory. 1 see his face in my 
eyes. Kindly leave me at my father’s place.’ 

Her eyes brimmed with tears. 

Parashuram didn't give any reply. 

‘Why are you silent?’ 

Parashuram said: ‘Of what use is it to think of one who is not 
our own? 

The one who has left us will never come back again. He had 
come here to torment us. He went back to his place. Let him go. 
Joys and sorrows are parts of human life. To be impatient is of no 
use. Think that he was not born in this house. You must be patient. 
You should bear with the loss, or else, wherever you go, you will 
suffer all the same.’ 

Being annoyed with him Parvati said: ‘Don't try to sway me 
by words, I don't want to stay in this house even for a single moment. 
It’s for you only Dr. Devaraj left this village. You had insulted him. 
He alone had kept the child alive. After his departure the child 
departed from this life.’ 

Parvati could speak no more. Tears flowed from her eyes. 

Parashuram said: ‘Devarajs are not available everywhere in 
the world but there are children everywhere. One reaps the fruits 
of one’s actions. It is of no use to speak of somebody’s merits or 
shortcomings. Devaraj stayed here as long as he wished to and 
went away when he didn't like to stay here. Nobody had invited 
him to this village and nobody asked him to leave. That Devaraj 
went away does not entail others would follow him. I don't want 
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to oppose what somebody wants to do.’ 

Parvati began to rave incoherently at him: ‘Won't you allow 
me to go? Do you want to torture me here? What harm have I 
done to you? 1 don't want to stay for a moment in this house. You 
leave me at my father’s house, or else I will go on my own. If you 
face any trouble in managing the house bring here your daughter 
and son-in-law. I must go to my father’s house.’ 

Parvati staggered to her feet and went away from Parashuram’s 
presence. 

Parashuram began to laugh. 


48 


NOW she is entangled in worldly preoccupations. She has no time 
to think about what others are telling or thinking about her. What 
identity does she have in this family? How is she related to its 
members? Why has she shouldered such a great responsibility? 
She has neither the time nor the opportunity to ponder over these 
questions. After a few days of her mother-in-law’s death, when 
she was thinking that she herself might be responsible for her 
death, she had scribbled a letter to her father. She doesn’t know 
why she did it. Today she cannot recollect what she had written, 
but it happened long ago. 

Now she has forgotten the sorrow caused by the death of her 
mother-in-law. Never does she think of her father’s lack of affection 
and negligence. In the mean time one year has passed by. Within 
this year everything has turned topsy-turvy. She has become 
accustomed to her changed condition. From morning till midnight 
she has to work and it appears her work will never come to an end. 

Niharika has been admitted to a school and she is regular in 
her studies. Sunanda has been appointed as a tutor in order to 
teach her. Tusharkanti is busy throughout the day and the night 
with the management and development of the Home for the 
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Destitute. Some people have been employed to assist him. 
Kshanaprava’s help is sought when it becomes necessary to sort 
out a serious problem. Tushar, Dushmanta and Kshanaprava sit 
together, discuss the matter and then find out a solution. 

Dushmanta is no less busy. Now days he is going abroad 
occasionally. At time he is presiding over meetings and delivering 
lectures. He is making arrangements to open branches of the Home 
for the Destitute in the headquarters of different districts. Such an 
important work cannot be done without the help, cooperation and 
enthusiasm of the local people. 

Some people attend the meetings, get excited and deliver 
speeches in high-flown language but they won't come forward to 
work. Even then Dushmanta is untiring in his efforts. 

‘These days Sukanti is completely free from worries and 
anxieties. She thinks only of Radhamadhab. When somebody tells 
her something she advises him to meet Kshanaprava. It seems there 
is none else except Kshanaprava to attend to such duties. Though 
Kshanaprava has to do a lot of work she personally attends Sukanti 
and takes care of her. She enquires about everything. Sitting beside 
her she listens to her advice. She answers her questions. She also 
worships the household deity. Sitting beside her she reads religious 
books. 

Hemangini alone does not approve of these things. 
Occasionally she comes to the house. She smiles at Kshanaprava 
and uses harsh words with unpleasant innuendoes that imply: Are 
you the daughter-in-law in this house or a maid servant? How are 
you related to the members of this family? Why does my brother, 
Dushmanta refuse to marry? Is it true that he won't marry at all? 
Why should he marry when you have shouldered all responsibility 
of his house? Tusharkanti is blind. My mother loves everybody in 
the world. She won't suspect anybody’s motive. Brother Dushmanta 
is mad about you. People are not blind. They have the ability to 
distinguish between right and wrong. 

Kshanaprava feels the prick of such words. People will criticise 
a woman when she bears another’s burden on her head or becomes 
the mistress of his house. There is nothing new in Hemangini’s 
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aspersions. But, why should she tolerate such criticism? Why should 
she be guilty in the eyes of the world for no fault of her own? 

What can she do? How can she be free from this bondage? 
How long will she tolerate Hemanginti’s harsh and insinuating 
words silently? She does not dare to speak to Tusharkanti. When 
she tries to speak he turns a deaf ear to her. When she proposes to 
go away to some other place he gets annoyed and says: ‘Pride cannot 
coexist with idealism. But for a handful of rice to eat and a piece 
of cloth to wear we don’t owe anything to anybody. We cannot 
leave this place until the work that has been undertaken is 
completed. It is of no use to go away. If you find our present 
condition humiliating then humiliation is in store for us 
everywhere.’ 

What can she do? 

She cannot speak her mind to Sukanti. Several times she has 
thought of abandoning the responsibility of this aristocratic family 
and wanted to be relieved of the burden of its problems. She has 
already tried to hint at the matter to Sukanti. Understanding her 
motive Sukanti would say: ‘My child, I am nearing the end of my 
life. 1 have laid the burden of all responsibility on your head. Do 
you know why? I believe a human being who is pure, broad-minded 
and noblehearted and for whom all material things are as 
insignificant as stone and clay, treats the foolish smiles of the people 
as fun. You are my child. You have made me free from cares and 
anxieties. Dushmanta is mad. I have left him in your care. He is 
your brother as weli as your son. If he changes his mind, you will 
arrange a match for him and get him married. But my child, you 
will take precedence over others. For me you are Laxmi, the goddess 
of beauty, wealth and good fortune.’ 

Kshanaprava becomes tongue-tied. She gropes her heart. Her 
intimacy with Dushmanta has grown. For so many days they have 
been living together in the same house. Never has she got any hint 
of Dushmanta’s objectionable behaviour. Some time in the past 
she was an obsession for him and their two minds had weathered 
a storm but the traces of such things are no more visible. 

Dushmanta has sat beside her and she has served him food 
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regularly. They have sat together and argued with each other when 
there was nobody around. Occasionally, staring at his face, she has 
given a smile, restrained him from doing something and also 
listened to his advice. But Dushmanta has never stared at 
Kshanaprava. He is simple, noble and frank like a child. Though, 
very often, she has felt like asking, she could not dare to ask why 
he is unwilling to marry. 

Why should she care and take umbrage at Hemangini’s 
mocking remarks? The day won't turn into night even if all the 
people of the world call it night in unison. 

Her weak mind becomes restless. She feels the urge to test 
Dushmanta. Why is he so indifferent? Why is he reluctant to 
marry? 

How can she test him? 

She becomes ashamed of her own thought. She need not test 
him. What can she do if he would be smouldering with grief or 
the fire of passion would be burning still in his heart? Dushmanta 
himself has to suffer the agony caused by his dirty mind. 


49 


KSHANAPRAVA has shouldered all the responsibilities of Jobra 
School for Universal Education. She is now all in all of the same 
school to which she had once run anxiously to get a job so that she 
could maintain her family. Taking advice from Natabara, the 
efficient secretary of the school and from Dushmanta she works 
for the school. She has changed the method of education of the 
school. From her own experience she has learnt that one cannot 
be really educated by mere reading of books, learning by heart 
lessons on history and geography and by learning English and 
Hindi. For her, that education by which one can earn a living in 
future without another's help is real education. 

The scope of Jobra School has widened. Apart from general 
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education lessons on cottage industry are being imparted. Students 
belonging to all classes, all castes are learning their lessons under 
the guidance of efficient teachers. T here is no distinction of religion 
and caste in this sacred institution. All are treated as equal. 

Natabarababu is busy day and night. The number of students 
has increased and it is increasing day by day. 

New courses have been introduced in this school. Vocational 
training is being imparted on making of unbreakable dolls, stitching 
clothes, weaving of baskets, twisting of ropes, spinning of thread, 
weaving of cloth, dyeing, cobbling, making of hardware, carpentry, 
weaving of mats and various other things necessary for human 
beings. There are several departments. Students’ enrolment in these 
departments is gradually increasing. New departments are being 
opened. Several other departments will be opened. 

How can funds be arranged? 

It is a very important question. Arrangements have been made 
for the sale of things produced in the school. Committees have 
been formed for each department. But such a big institution cannot 
run with proceeds from sale. 

Who will provide money to this institution? 

Several appeals have been made for financial help through 
newspaper advertisements. Some eminent men and rich people 
have visited the school and given some help out of pleasure. But 
all this help is too little to satisfy the needs. 

The financial problem has been partially solved by the 
intelligent efforts of Kshanaprava. She herself has approached rich 
businessmen for financial help. Some are bearing the expenses of 
one department each. 

The departments have been named after the patrons, such as 
Motilal Department of Weaving, Chaman Lal Department of 
Leatherworks, Hari Raj Department of Carpentry, Yunus Alla 
Department of Hardware, Hari Ghosh Department of Painting, 
Suba Rao Department of Horn Works, Sujan Singh Department 
of Earthenware, Hari Patra Department of Jute Works, Kashi 
Patnaik Department of Knitting, Judu Mangaraj Department of 
Weaving Baskets and Bhikari Charan Department of Doll Making. 
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They have taken responsibility upon themselves. They have 
formed their own committees. Natabarababu is the secretary-in- 
chief of all committees. The patron of a department is the president 
of the same department. Dushmanta is the president of the school. 

The department committee meets every week. The school 
committee meets once every month. The work is going on 
smoothly. Still a lot of work is yet to be done. Several other 
departments are to be opened and patronage for each department 
is needed. 

Newspapers are not silent about this institution. They are 
publishing news items regularly about the activities, office bearers 
and course of action of the School for Universal Education. They 
are providing encouragement and soliciting sympathy of the 
countrymen for the school. The photographs of patrons for various 
departments, of Dushmanta and Kshanaprava have come out in 
the newspapers. Occasionally adverse criticisms about the activities 
of the school are also being published in the fortnightly magazines. 
Of course when one does something one is liable to commit errors. 
But cynics always find fault with others. 

Who cares for such criticism? 

A worker is not afraid of criticism. For him criticism is 
something funny. He is both amused and encouraged by criticism. 
It impels him to push his way forward. A worker likes and examines 
that criticism which tries to show him the clear straight and right 
path instead of merely exposing faults. He accepts it if it is found 
to be useful. 

Kshanaprava too smiles when she finds her name paired with 
that of Dushmanta. They become subject to a campaign of 
innuendo in the press: Do you know these people? This is Dushmanta 
and other one is Kshanaprava, his co-worker and female companion! 
After attending meetings they return to their ashram (hermitage) at 
midnight sharing the same vehicle. Both are fellow-travelers on the 
path of progress. 

‘The language is obviously impolite and full of sarcasm. 

Kshanaprava’s face turns pale when she reads this news. She 
feels bad and loses all interest in work. She flings the magazine 
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away in disgust. She thinks of writing a strongly worded letter to 
the editor. She holds the pen. But she cannot put pen to paper. 
She thinks that all such criticism is worthless. The purpose of such 
criticism is to increase the circulation of the magazine. People are 
fond of listening to scandals. A group of five to seven people sit 
together, talk about the scandal and laugh aloud. 

Let them laugh. 

Kshanaprava leaves her room in a hurry to meet Sukanti. She 
doesn't speak anything. She sits beside her and listens to her advice. 
She reads religious texts and tries to understand their essence. She 
forgets the malicious things spoken by wicked people. Then she 
becomes conscious of her duties. The night advances. She comes 
back to make arrangements for dinner. 

She feels too shy to look at Dushmanta’s face. She must have 
read the scandalous news. Who knows how he has taken it? She 
takes care of the food and drink of the two friends but doesn’t talk 
much with them. 

She returns to her bedroom at the dead of the night after 
finishing her work. This is the same room where her mother-in- 
law used to sleep and where she had breathed her last. 

Nira has already gone away to Sukanti’s room after completing 
her lessons. She sleeps there. Having been tired Tusharkanti has 
gone to sleep. 

Kshanaprava looked around with winkless eyes. Her eyes were 
heavy with sleep. She closed the door, put out the light by pressing 
the switch and went to sleep in the bedstead lying near her 


husband’s bed. She had a deep sleep after the hard labour. 


50 


AT daybreak, Kshanaprava opened her eyes. Darkness had receded. 
The soft, smiling and pale light of dawn was peeping through the 


window behind the screen. The sound of Morning Prayer 
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resembling the hum of bumblebees came floating in the air from 
the Home for the Destitute. “The Master of the whole universe is 
the master of my life...’ 

Kshanaprava was thrilled by the prayer. She rose from her 
bed. 

Tusharkanti was sleeping on the adjacent bed. He wasn't 
awake yet. 

Opening the door slowly she came out. She welcomed the 
tender light of the new, fresh and holy dawn. She came downstairs. 
She would finish daily duties before anyone wakes up. She would 
make arrangements for Sukanti’s morning worship during early 
dawn before anybody is awake. Only her maidservant would be 
waiting for her to render help. 

The maidservant informed: ‘The younger master has gone 
upstairs after taking his bath.’ 

‘Who has gone? Dushmantababu! 

“Yes madam.’ 

Kshanaprava was not surprised. How early she may wake up, 
she cannot beat him at waking up early in the morning. 

Everyday he wakes up earlier than she does. He is a strange 
man. Doesn't he have a wink of sleep at night? Maybe, he stays 
awake throughout the night in order to put her to shame. 

A song from a gramophone record played in the library was 
heard. It was Dushmanta’s favorite song: 

Although I always feel your presence, I cannot see you. No sooner 
do I believe in your presence than I begin to doubt it. When 1 think you 
do not exist for me, a feeling of emptiness pervades my whole being. The 
gloom of despair spreads out. My mind becomes restless due to the 
uncertainly of your presence. You may or may not exist but my existence 
is certain and I have conceived the idea of you in my mind with my 
hopes and desires. The very idea of you is very dear to me. You come 10 
me riding on that idea stealthily in the light of the dawn and in the 
darkness of the evening. You only keep coming; never g0 back for you are 
mine, forever mine. Oh, confluence of being and nothingness, you are 
dear fo me, very dear to me.... 

When Kshanaprava listened to this song her feet refused to 
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move. She stopped and stood for sometime. She looked at the sky. 
She saw the light of dawn beaming from the sky. Breaking the 
silence of dawn the plaintive tune, ‘you only keep coming; never 
go back’ overwhelmed her completely. 

‘The tune died down. But the line, ‘Oh, confluence of being 
and nothingness, you are dear to me, very dear to me’ echoed in 
her ears. 

Her heart throbbed and she was thrilled with excitement. 

‘The pet cock crowed from a distance. The crow flew in the 
sky crying ‘caw, caw... kié, kié (Who is it?) 

Her heart responded: ‘It’s me, the one who is dear to you, 
very dear to you.’ 

One has to do a lot of work in this world. T here is no time to 
ponder over anything. There is no scope for idleness. The day has 
dawned. It is beckoning people to work. 

The Home for the Destitute is calling her. She treats all the 
inmates—the lame, the hunch-backed, the deformed, the blind, 
the deaf and the dumb as her own children. All would be waiting 
for her with numerous complaints and appeals. She won't mind. 
After all they are her children. 


51 


THE Home for the Destitute has rows of buildings. Those have been 
built with Dushmanta’s money and under Tusharkanti and 
Kshanaprava’s supervision. Some generous people of the country 
have given donations according to their ability and some are still 
rendering financial help to the institution. Provisions have been 
made for the maintenance and education of the destitute. Each 
one of them is engaged in some work, which he is able to do. As in 
the School for Universal Education there are various departments 
in this institution under the supervision of efficient departmental 


managers. 
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Tusharkanti is the head of all the departments. 

There is no distinction of caste and creed in this institution. 
All are the children of God. All belong to one race i.e. the human 
race. All are treated equally. The question of any distinction does 
not arise here. There are separate blocks in the building for men 
and women. Separate arrangements have been made for them. 

There are some lame people. They have come from different 
places. They cannot walk normally. The history of each one’s life 
is long. Someone blames God, someone finds fault with his destiny 
and another owes his present suffering to his actions in previous 
life. Somebody attributes the fault to his own carelessness. Someone 
curses another for his suffering. All of them are physically 
handicapped. They were begging by the wayside. They were 
starving for days together. They didn’t have a piece of cloth to 
cover their bodies. The ribs on their chests could be counted. 

Now they are living happily. All of them are working. They 
are gentle, neat and clean. Someone is spinning thread with a 
spinning wheel. Someone is weaving mats and baskets and another 
is making woollen sweaters of different colours and designs. One 
can see on the other side someone repairing watches, fountain 
pens, and gramophones with a magnifying glass in his eyes. He is 
a skilled worker. Accounts of income from all these sources are 
being maintained. 

Though it appears incredible blind people of this institution 
are also working. They have habituated themselves to work. They 
spin thread with spinning wheels and spindles. Over there one 
can see two blind persons dragging buckets full of water from a 
well fitted with a pulley. Some of them clean utensils. How active 
are they! There is a beautiful garden in one acre of land. Rows of 
vegetable, grafted mango, lemon, sopodilla, and papaya seedlings 
have been planted. These blind people have put in their labour. 
There is a beautiful plantain orchard. Bunches of plantains and 
bananas are visible. There are people to take care of the orchard. 

This blind man is weaving a cloth in a handloom. The gir! 
sitting by his side is lame in one leg and one of her hands is 
deformed. How attractive her face is! How beautiful does she look! 
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The music, which is heard, doesn’t come from a radio. In fact 
the blind children are learning to sing. Their voice is excellent. 
They are being trained to sing at theatres and talkies. Don't they 
look like brothers and sisters? The women are wearing similar saris, 
blouses and ornaments. The men have put on similar shirts and 
cloths. They are siblings. They are the children of Tusharkanti and 
Kshanaprava. 

‘There are some with hunchbacks and some with deformed 
hands. One of them is stitching shoes and another is making 
different types of cakes with ground pulse paste. On the other side 
another man is carving statues out of granite. Kalu Khan has 
painted beautiful pictures. He is a skillful painter. His paintings 
come out in magazines. Sometime back this great soul was a beggar! 

Fate has heaped all curses on these three children. One is a 
seven-year-old girl and the two boys will be about ten to twelve. 
They are blind, deaf, dumb and lame in both legs. T hey are Jolekha, 
Laxman and Janathan. Tushar, Dushmanta and Kshanaprava are 
full of affection for these three children. Special arrangements have 
been made for them. A servant has been employed to take care of 
them. He has been instructed to see that their clothes and bodies 
are always clean and that they don't suffer any inconvenience. 


2 


IT’S nine o’ clock in the morning. 

After a long time Sukanti has come to visit the Home for the 
Destitute. Forgetting Radhamadhab she has come here on 
Kshanaprava’s request to see them for whose suffering 
Radhamadhab alone is responsible. Sukanti believes that sorrow 
and happiness are the result of actions committed in previous life. 

Sukanti is accompanied by Kshanaprava and Niharika. 
Dushmanta and Tusharkanti are walking behind them. Dushmanta 
is leading Tusharkanti on the way by holding his hand. Gopalbabu 
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and Natabarbabu are accompanying them. These two had come to 
meet Dushmanta with two purposes. Getting the news from 
Kshanaprava that mother would visit the Home for the Destitute 
the two friends had become alert. In order to show and explain 
everything to Sukanti they have followed Kshanaprava. Gopal and 
Natabar have come with them. 

Today there will be the real test of Dushmantas activities. 
While building up such a big institution he has done whatever he 
has thought to be proper. He has neither consulted Sukanti nor 
has he sought her permission. He has the impression that mother 
won't oppose whatever he would do. For his work he has received 
accolades from many eminent persons from his own state and from 
other states. Praise and censure are immaterial for him. He has 
done whatever he has deemed as duty. If mother appreciates his 
work, he won't care for the praise and censure of the world and 
proudly tell himself that he has been successful in his mission. 
Pledging to sacrifice his life he would work with renewed 
enthusiasm. 

Today, apart from his work, Tusharkanti’s zeal and labour and 
Kshanaprava’s diligence and skill will also be tested. Although 
efficient people have been employed to manage the various 
departments of the Home for the Destitute, Dushmanta, Tushar and 
Kshanaprava have meticulously planned all the activities. 

Sukanti is observing everything silently. Today all the 
employees of the Home for the Destitute are very much alert. They 
are waiting eagerly for the arrival of the visitors. They are ready to 
answer any question that will be put to them. Whenever visitors 
from outside have visited the institution in the past they have asked 
questions and have been satisfied with the answers given to them. 
They have expressed their happiness through their smile and by 
nodding their heads. At the time of their departure they have 
contributed something for the development of the Home for the 
Destitute. 

Sukanti didn't ask anything to anybody. Kshanaprava, with 
much eagerness, was explaining several things to her. 

‘Mother, look at this blind boy of ten or eleven years of age. 
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He is not only blind but also deaf. Moreover, he is dim-witted. 
How handsome he looks! He was earning his livelihood by begging. 
Nobody knows anything about his whereabouts and parentage. 
Natabarbabu has brought him from the street and left him here. 
Therefore he has been named as Natabar! 

This girl’s limbs are deformed. She walks tortuously with 
much difficulty. She belongs to the district of Puri. After the death 
of her parents, her brother and his wife drove her out from home. 
She suffered a lot. Someone brought her and left her here. Her 
name is Subhadra. How sweet her voice is! Singing is being taught 
to her. Once she hears something she would remember it.’ 

‘Hullo, Subhadra!?’ She exclaimed. 

Subhadra smiled at her. She was a girl of fourteen or fifteen. 
Her complexion was bright yellow like that of the champak flower. 
She had a perfect face looking as if it has been painted with brush. 
She said: ‘Madam, my brother has written me a letter. He has been 
blessed with a son. The child is very handsome. Won't you send 
me home just to have a glance at him? 

‘Has he written to come here and take you home with him?’ 

Subhadra didn't reply. Her face turned pale. Sukanti moved 
on, so did Kshanaprava. 

Pointing at a man Kshanaprava said: ‘This man has come 
from Badakhemandi area of Ganjam district. In the morning he 
had gone to his master’s field with a plough and a pair of bullocks. 
On the hill-side a bear attacked him and made his life a misery. 

How hideous his face looks! He has no hair on his head. He 
has lost his eyes, nose and ears. His entire body has been stitched. 
He has survived the bear-attack because he is fated to live. He can 
hear, can spak and can pull buckets of water from the well. His 
appearance is frightening. He has a beautiful name i.e. Trilochan. 
There is nobody on whom he can depend for any kind of help. 
The master did not help him. He had sent Trilochan to plough his 
fields and given wage for the day’s work. Why should he be 
responsible?’ 

Pointing at another man Kshanaprava said: ‘This man was 
working in Abanibabu’s saw-mill. A little carelessness at the mill 
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cost him his hands. Abanibabu took great care of him and he 
survived the accident.’ Then she asked him: ‘What’s your name? 

‘Brundaban,’ the man replied. He further said: ‘But for the 
master’s help 1 wouldn't have survived. He has helped me a lot. I 
blame my fate. Can I ever blame him? 1 gave all the money the 
master had given to my nephew. I don't have a family of my own. 
I treat my nephew as my son. He looked after me for four months. 
And then” 

Nobody has time to listen to everybody's tales of woe. We 
live in a civilized world. It is a mechanical world where people 
behave like machines. During the last world war seven crores and 
eight lakhs of people, more than five times the population of the 
province of Orissa died. Only a single word ‘Alas!’ was used to 
express sympathy for all those who died. 

All those who have taken shelter in the Home for the Destitute 
used to lead pathetic lives. Of what use will it be if we discuss each 
one’s life history? Human life is an assortment of joys and sorrows. 
The fruitfulness of human life depends on people’s eagerness and 
endeavour to eliminate misery from their lives. 

Sukanti came back after visiting the Home for the Destitute. 
She saw and heard everything but didn’t utter a word. On her way 
back she asked Kshanaprava: ‘How many people are staying here, 
my child?’ 

Instead of Kshanaprava, Dushmanta replied enthusiastically: 
‘One hundred and eleven.’ 


53 


MORE financial resources are needed for the Home for the Destitute. 
Their number is increasing day by day. Problems are multiplying. 
As more people are realizing the purpose of this institution and its 
publicity through newspapers is increasing helpless people in large 
numbers are rushing in to find shelter. None can be denied entry. 
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One who is coming here seeking shelter is helpless and moreover 
invalid. People are full of praise for the institution but they are 
reluctant to give donation. 

Dushmanta, Tushar and Kshanaprava have written letters to 
respectable and affluent people of the country appealing for 
financial help but the result is not up to their expectations. Like 
throwing a brinjal to a bonfire, some are occasionally sending a 
meager amount of fifty or hundred rupees. What purpose will this 
meager amount serve? 

New buildings need to be constructed for accommodating 
the destitute. All the existing buildings including the new ones 
constructed recently are insufficient to accommodate them. 
Teachers are needed to teach in the new departments. Money is 
required to pay salary to those teachers and the other employees. 
‘The income from the landed estate donated by Dushmanta and 
from the interest of the money given by him are not sufficient to 
provide food and clothing to near about two hundred people. 

‘There is another crisis. The co-workers of Gopalbabu are 
visiting the villages and instigating innocent people by telling 
various things. They are persuading those people to do illegal 
things. Without understanding the implications these people are 
agitating and refusing to pay land rent. As a result the income 
from the landed estate is decreasing. The present collection is not 
the same as it was in the past. To file suits against the tenants has 
become the only alternative. 

A meting is being held in Dushmanta’s library. Consultations 
are going on. It is three o'clock in the afternoon. The purpose of 
the meeting is to decide future course of action. 

Natabar said: ‘I think our mission has gone beyond our ability. 
There is scarcity of money, accommodation and lack of effort. What 
can Tusharkanti, Dushmanta and Kshanaprava do? The institution 
was built and it has made some progress. Now let the public take 
over its management. Let this proposal be published in the 
newspapers so that people will come to know about it. Let a 
meeting be convened in the town hall. Let the time and date of 
the meeting be notified. Let the responsibility of managing the 
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institution be given to the public at the meeting. Let them elect 
the office bearers and manage the institution. I believe once they 
assume responsibility the institution can be managed properly with 
their collective effort.’ 

All the members present at the meeting kept quiet. They 
pondered over the feasibility of Natabarbabu’s proposal. Tushar 
said: ‘What you said may be assumed as an ideal and a duty but 
the public you speak of will only shout. They won't come forward 
to work.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘Had the public evinced interest, we would 
not have to think so much. The institution is there but no help is 
forthcoming. The entity called ‘public’ is a lifeless machine. This 
machine is devoid of heart and has no power of thinking. The 
public become active only when excited. Once their excitement 
subsides, they become dormant. In my opinion the rule of one is 
better than the collective rule of the masses. One works and 
sacrifices one’s self in a selfless spirit. A few people, from among 
the public, work only for name and fame as well as power. By leaving 
this nascent institution in the hands of the public, we will be leaving 
two hundred helpless people in the lurch.’ 

Kshanaprava asked: ‘How long can you manage this 
institution and such other institutions on your own? The problems 
of the helpless destitute won't end here today. The problems were 
always there and will continue to remain. We and our interest in 
their welfare won't remain forever. Someday or other this institution 
will pass into the hands of the public. Therefore we should handover 
its responsibility forthwith to them.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘Nobody will object if the institution is 
handed over to the public. If it is handed over to them, can we 
retain the same interest in the institution and have the same sense 
of responsibility towards it as we have now? If we have to do it 
ultimately, it is better to make it self-sufficient.’ 

Kshanaprava asked: ‘How will it be possible? Of course, there 
are some among the destitute who can earn their living by doing 
some work. But how many of them can do that? If they are driven 
out they will have to beg again on the roadside even if they are 
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skilful workers. Who will take care of them?’ 

Tushar rejoined: ‘Instead if leaving them on the road, they 
may be left in the care of people or institutions doing the kind of 
work, which they can do skillfully. In that case newcomers can be 
accommodated in the Home for the Destitute. 

Kshanaprava said: ‘What guarantee is there that the people 
in whose care you will leave the destitute will treat them well? 
How much money is spent for those whom you propose to oust 
from this institution? They are meeting the expenses of their living 
with their own earning. If they are ousted the institution will lose 
its importance and ideology.’ 

All became silent. 

Natabar said: ‘Another idea comes to my mind. The problem 
will be solved if we fix the number of people to be given shelter in 
this institution. The number of students in different departments 
of the School for Universal Education is increasing rapidly day by 
day. Unless we fix the number the institution cannot be managed 
in future. Without the help of the public, the patrons cannot 
manage the different departments with their own financial 
resources. I have marked some of them becoming disinterested. It 
is time we determine the intake of students. I have decided to put 
forth this matter before all the members by convening a special 
meeting of the managing committee. An exactly similar situation 
has arisen in relation to the management of the Home for the 
Destitute.’ 

Natabar became silent. Others could not arrive at a decision. 
Tusharkanti said: ‘What can we do? How can we find the way out 
of our difficulty? We don’t have an alternative but to accept 
Natabarbabu’s proposal. All the students of the province and the 
country cannot join Jobra School for Universal Education nor can 
arrangements be made for all of them. Similarly all the helpless 
people cannot find shelter in Dushmanta’s Home for the Destitute.’ 

Tushar began to think. What could they do? Without any 
consideration of merits and demerits they would have to leave the 
two institutions on the hands of the public or else after determining 
the intake-capacity these two would be maintained as two ideal 
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institutions. Let the people open more institutions. 

Tusharkanti spoke his mind. 

Dushmanta opposed him and said: ‘Can we then live up to 
our ideals? If people don’t come forward to open such institutions, 
then we'll find the handicapped and helpless people begging by 
the roadside for a handful of rice and a piece of cloth with 
outstretched hands. If a handicapped person with a hungry belly 
and emaciated body stands before you with a hopeful countenance, 
can you dare to tell him that he cannot be accommodated due to 
lack of vacancy in the institution? 

Dushmanta’s eyes were filled with tears. Kshanaprava looked 
at him in surprise. Can there be so much pity in the human heart 
for the suffering of others? His agonized look and tearful eyes can 
be so attractive! It appeared to her as if she saw Dushmanta today 
for the first time and came to know about him. 

Dushmanta lowered his eyes. 

Tusharkanti said: ‘Maybe we have to do that. We have to 
show them the door and advise them to seek help from the public. 
You are too much sentimental about them, Dushmanta. We shall 
hold our ideals before others. Let the public take their cue from us 
and go ahead. Natabarbabu has given the right suggestions. We 
have to determine the number or else we cannot control the 
situation.’ 

Prava asked: ‘What will happen if the public don’t do anything?’ 

Tusharkanti kept quiet. He pondered over the definition of 
the word, public. Its definition varies according to context. In the 
present context it refers to the rich. If they don't come forward no 
benevolent activity can be done for the people. Who will be the 
loser? One who forgets his duties towards his country and 
countrymen due to selfishness and future well-being becomes the 
enemy of the country and his own arch enemy. Several countries 
have been gutted by the fire of destructiveness mainly due to 
selfishness and indifference towards the sufferings of others. 

Tusharkanti recollected what Gopalbabu had said. On many 
occasions he has told him teasingly, ‘It is easy to say, whatever one 
has in one’s possession, one must use for the welfare of the country. 
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But it is difficult to translate these words into action. It is all right 
as an ideal but how many would follow this ideal? One who is 
rich, one who has tasted the honey of wealth for ages together; 
will he come forward to the poor and invite him to take away his 
wealth? How can he abandon his inherent selfishness?’ 

‘That is why he has adopted new principles. He wants a new 
structure to be built on the ashes of the existing set-up. Civilization 
and culture must be pushed further. He wants selfishness to be 
eliminated from human nature or else by extending its scope the 
entire country or the entire world must be brought into its ambit. 
If people don't come forward to sacrifice their self-interest, it will 
be snatched away from them. There will be only collective interest. 
‘The society that will be based on collective interest will give equal 
treatment to all. There won't be any need to appeal for donation 
for the Destitute Home. The country and the society will take 
care of the helpless and handicapped people. 

‘Is destruction inevitable? 

‘Tushar didn’t respond. 

Dushmanta asked him: ‘Why are you silent?’ 

Tushar said: ‘I am not able to answer your question. I am 
thinking of applying to the Government for help.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘You may apply to the Government but my 
mode of operation is different. That is why I need Kshanaprava’s 
help.’ ~ 

“You need my help? 

“Yes, you will approach the rich people of the country and 
solicit their help for this institution as you had done for the School 
for Universal Education.’ 

‘But’- 

Tusharkanti said: ‘Make an attempt. Rich people are not rare 
in our country. If you can inspire them to render some help we will 
be free from anxiety at least for some time. Then the helpless people 
won't go back frustrated from our institution.’ 

“You both can appeal and beg like that! 

Tushar said: ‘We'll certainly do that. But you will have to do 
that also. The appeal made by a woman is never in vain.’ 
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THE wall clock struck two at night. Kshanaprava was not yet 
asleep. Her mind was occupied with several thoughts. It was 
agitated. The electric fan was whirring slowly over her head. The 
room was dimly lit with blue light. 

Tusharkanti was sleeping on a bed adjacent to that of 
Kshanaprava. How peacefully was he sleeping! Rightly or wrongly 
he has cherished an ideal and for that ideal he has forgotten 
everything else. Why should he be worried when that ideal has 
been implemented? Now he is free from anxiety. Even dreams 
have no place in his mind. Like Dushmanta, Kshanaprava also is 
one of his workers! 

In the company of Dushmanta, Kshanaprava has gone to 
many people and sought their help. Some have rendered help and 
others have refused. Occasionally she has travelled in Dushmanta’s 
car in order to beg money for the Home for the Destitute. 

She has worked tirelessly for two months. She has given 
thousands of rupees to Tusharkanti and told him about the 
promises of donation of thousands of rupees she has received. With 
a smile in his face Tushar has said: ‘There won't be dearth of money, 
Dushmanta. Money is there and it will be made available. Only 
we have to move the hearts of the people.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘Kshanaprava knows that art.’ 

Does Kshanaprava know it? Does she know how to move 
the hearts of the people who are reluctant to give and extract money 
from them? People have given money. Have they given it out of 
charity or because of Kshanaprava’s presence? She has adorned 
herself and smiled seductively at some people. She knows the art 
of speaking. She knows people who are generous in giving help 
and those who are not. She can know them by looking at their 
eyes and by hearing their words. She shakes hands with men and 
generates interest in them for giving money. 

She has played with fire. She has aroused sensual passion in 
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others and she herself has been aroused. But who is to blame? 

This evening an incident has happened. She had been to Mr. 
Prusty’s house. Mr. Prusty is a millionaire, a young businessman. 
He had donated money twice. On the first occasion Kshanaprava 
had smiled at him, on the second occasion she had shaken hands 
with him and sat beside him. Prusty himself had given her a lift to 
her house in his car. On this third occasion he hung a necklace 
around her neck after giving her the donation. Kshanaprava smiled 
at her. Scarcely had the smile faded from her face when he locked 
his smiling quivering lips into her red smiling ones. 

She is burning in the same fire she had lighted this evening. 
She has blackened her ideals for Dushmanta’s sake. She has lost 
her sanctity by succumbing to Prusty’s desire. Should she 
compromise her honour for her husband’s ideals and for money? 

Her husband is lying unconscious in deep sleep. He is having 
a dream that Kshanaprava and Dushmanta will go out for funds 
collection. Money is lying scattered like stones and pebbles in this 
world. They will collect and bring lakhs of rupees. The Home for 
the Destitute will grow into a bigger institution. It will provide 
shelter to all the helpless handicapped people of the country — the 
blind, the lame, the dumb and the deaf. There will be an end to 
their suffering. 


55 


KSHANAPRAVA sat down on her bed. Like a deadly snake the 
necklace given by. Prusty was hanging on her chest under her 
clothes. It has poisoned her entire body. She has realized that if 
one surrenders oneself there won't be dearth of money. 

There sleeps her blind husband! He has not suffered for want 
of anything since the day he came to this house. That is why she 
has found no scope to talk with her husband about their domestic 
problems. He has no time to spare. Whenever he has opened his 
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mouth he has spoken only about his new plans relating to the 
Home for the Destitute. Such is the sad state of their conjugal life 
and domestic life. 

She stared accusingly at the face of her sleeping husband. 
His eyelids were closed. His eyes were looking better. When his 
eyelids are open, the eyeballs without pupils and affected by cataract 
look awful. Then one would hate to look at his eyes. There are 
deep pockmarks on his face. It looks ugly. 

But once upon a time he was handsome. She had loved him 
because of his handsome face, bright eyes and sweet smile. Because 
of his learning, intelligence and courage she had desired to marry 
him against the wishes of others expecting to be happy in future. 
But where is that happiness? 

She had married in order to be happy. Does it make one happy 
if one bears the burden of responsibility of another's family? Does 
it give happiness if one uses another’s wealth by treating it as one’s 
own? All this is deceitful behaviour and play-acting. Dushmanta 
is taking revenge against them. Taking advantage of the helplessness 
and foolishness of her stupid husband he is avenging himself on 
them. He has made both of them his puppets. 

She was married to Tusharkanti but not to the ideals of that 
educated and incapable blind man. She had pledged to sacrifice all 
her comforts for the sake of Tusharkanti’s family. She didn’t marry 
to collect money by selling her body for the fulfillment of blind 
Tusharkanti’s ideal. She has collected money by surrendering a 
part of her individuality. Prusty made advances to her. Others are 
interested in doing so. She has marked such interest in their eyes 
as well as in their manners. 

Tusharkanti has become happy with her because of the money 
she has collected. He has praised her. A faint smile has also appeared 
on Dushmanta’s face. Sukanti has heard about it with seriousness, 
she hasn't expressed her opinion either through language or through 
gestures. Niharika has kept herself away from the affair. There are 
incomprehensible questions and awful feelings in her eyes. 
Newspapers have praised her as an ideal wife, ideal housewife and 
ideal worker. Magazines have ridiculed her by using innuendos: 
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It is better to have a blind husband because he cannot see what the wife 
is doing. Kshanaprava is present everywhere. You can see her standing 
in front of Aziz Mian, the shoe trader. She has a charmin ¢ smile on her 
Jace. She is bartering her smile for money, an amount of only one 
thousand rupees. You can see her in the lonely room of Sujan Singh, the 
hardware dealer. There is no tugging, no clasping of hands. They are 
only shaking hands. It is a bargain. The price of Kshanaprava’s touch is 
only two thousand rupees. You can see a man and a woman in the 
motorcar of Prusty, the millionaire. They are not the Prusty couple. 
They are Prusty, the generous hero and Kshanaprava, the heroine and 
ideal worker. Prusty had to Lay six thousand for her smile, touch and 
company. Dushmanta, the workaholic has given away all his property 
to this educated young woman. What did he get in return? The readers 
can know it by looking at the credit account. 

Kshanaprava has hidden the magazine away from others in 
the house. 

Leaving her bed Kshanaprava came near the window and 
looked out. The sky was overcast with clouds. The night was pitch- 
dark and lonely. It seemed melancholy was falling in torrents from 
the sky. Kshanaprava felt she was all alone in the vast universe. 
She had set sail the boat of her life without any destination. Where 
was she going and why? 

The bell struck from a distance. It was three o'clock at night. 

Wiping the tears from her eyes Kshanaprava returned to her 
bed. The room was illuminated with a blue light. A cool breeze 
was blowing. Her husband was asleep. Her body was emitting a 
sweet smell. Her gay and elegant clothes had slipped off her body. 
She was half-naked. She stared at her own body. She was young 
and beautiful. Both her body and mind were on fire. People in this 
world love youth and beauty. They don’t love ideals. She is ruining 
herself by running after her blind husband’s ideals. 

Never does she get a chance to meet her husband alone. 
Whenever he comes to take his lunch Dushmanta would be in his 
company so also during dinner. When she comes to his room at 
the dead of the night after finishing household chores the husband 
would be asleep being worn out after the day’s hard work. She 
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doesn’t get any opportunity to talk with him alone and open her 
heart to him. How long will it continue? 

Kshanaprava thought of baring her heart to her husband at 
that lonely hour of the night. She cannot tolerate anymore. She 
must speak. 


She awakened Tusharkanti by shaking him. 


56 


TUSHARKANTI asked Kshanaprava: ‘Are you not yet asleep? 
What is the hour of the night? 

Kshanaprava said: ‘I want to ask you one thing.’ 

Tusharkanti did not wake up to see the half-naked, young, 
celestial damsel standing near his bed. She was his beautiful wife. 
‘There were tears in her eyes. Her graceful, slender body was shaking. 
Gold ornaments were sparkling all over her body. 

He asked Kshanaprava: ‘What do you want to tell me?’ He 
continued to speak: ‘I was having a beautiful dream about our Home 
Jor the Destitute. How big it has grown! It appeared this institution 
has been shifted to a place away from Cuttack city and become 
very big. Thousands of helpless people have taken shelter in this 
institution. More and more are coming even from outside our state. 
The institution has grown bigger and new problems are cropping 
up? 

‘Won't you listen to me? 

“Tell me, what you want to say.’ 

“The institution has been built up. The work has progressed. 
Let Dushmanta take over the responsibility of this institution. He 
will find several colleagues to work with. The work won't stop.’ 

‘Tusharkanti sat up. He said: ‘You have the same old madness. 
Can Dushmanta do anything without our help? Dushmanta has 
not done anything tangible except donating his money and 
property. We have built up the institution. It has grown with our 
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efforts especially your efforts. Dearth of money was a huge obstacle 
before us. Can you think what would have happened had you not 
put in tireless efforts?’ 

Kshanaprava stared at Tusharkanti with a frown of 
disapproval. It appeared to her that she was, as if, listening to 
somebody’s lecture. With a look of annoyance he said: ‘I don't want 
to hear anybody’s praise or censure.’ 

‘It is true; a real worker whose heart weeps for others doesn’t 
like to hear praise or censure. With your efforts and by using your 
talent and intelligence you could extract thirty thousand rupees 
from the grip of stingy millionaires. Don't you deserve praise for 
this?’ 

‘But people are blaming me and making dirty jokes about me 
and the same are published in newspapers and magazines. I have 
to bear so much censure and so much humiliation? 

‘Now I understand why you are so much perturbed. One who 
performs good deeds and works for others is often blamed. Don't 
worry. We need more money. We have to complete our half-finished 
work. We will have to bear with more and more adverse criticism. 
We will have to collect funds for the helpless, the blind, the deaf 
and the dumb people by urging the close-fisted millionaires to 
part with their money.’ 

Casting a hateful gaze upon him Kshanaprava said: ‘Stop 
lecturing. Enough is enough. I cannot beg anymore. 1 want that 
we should deliver over the responsibility to Dushmanta and go 
away from this place.’ 

‘Where shall we go? 

“The world is not a small place.’ 

‘But I am blind and incapable of maintaining ourselves.’ 

‘But I am not blind. That day I had come out to earn a living 
by taking up a laborious job but you didn't approve of it. But today 
you not only approve but encourage me to go outside and beg 
with outstretched hands.’ 

“The situations are different.’ 

“They maybe different for others but they are the same for 
me. I won't feel ashamed to come out and beg on the foot-path for 
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maintaining the family of my blind husband. I want to be liberated 
from this prison, to be free from these entanglements. I bow down 
at your feet. Kindly release me from these ties.’ 

Holding her husband’s stretched legs with both of her hands, 
Kshanaprava started crying. Sobbingly she said: ‘1 didn’t want this 
palatial building. 1 wanted to have you. I wanted shelter at your 
feet. I'l be happy to take a particle of dust from your feet and 
smear it on my head even if we stay under a banyan tree. We won't 
stay here any more.’ 

Tusharkanti lifted Kshanaprava up by holding her hand and 
sat her by his side on the bed. Then he said: ‘Prava, have you gone 
mad? Which one is more important, one’s ideal or one’s excitement? 
‘To serve the helpless handicapped people is a great opportunity 
for a human being.’ 

‘There are many helpless people in this world. If one is 
interested in serving them he can get the opportunity everywhere. 
I don't find pleasure in serving others while 1 stay in this palatial 
building being dependent on somebody. That’s why 1 propose...’ 

“You are a fool. Give up your madness. Once we go away 
from this place Dushmanta will lose his interest and his enthusiasm 
will decline. Can you think what will happen to such a big 
institution?’ 

Prava rose up to go. 

Tusharkanti stopped her by holding her hand. He said: 
‘Comply with my humble request. Come forward to discharge the 
duties that are very important to us. Pride and excitement are 
mental weaknesses. Wipe those away from your mind.’ 

Kshanaprava didn't reply. 

Embracing Prava with her arms Tusharkanti kissed her chin. 
Prava closed her eyes. Tears streamed down from the corners of 
those closed eyes. The only obstacle between their chests was the 
deadly serpent like costly necklace gifted by Prusty. 

‘The wall clock struck five. 

‘The sound of prayer came floating in the air from the Home 

for the Destitute. God was being invoked with the words: “You are 
the Lord of the Universe; you are the Master of my life.’ 
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A gramophone record was playing a new song: I always pine 
Jor you. Don't you know this? I am not able to express the agony of my 
heart through the words of my mouth. Are you aware of my innermost 
thoughts? Those are very much secret. My agony is intense. I don’t expect 
much but I want you to understand the feelings of my heart and realize 
the agony of my mind. Then my life will be worth living and I'll think 
my ascetic life has been fruitful. 

The light of the dawn flowed in from behind the curtain. 
Heaving a sigh Kshanaprava rose from her husband’s bed. 
Switching off the light she came out. The new day appeared to her 
very old and usual. It hinted at the repetition of a regular routine 
life. 

Staggering from side to side she descended the stairs. 

She heard the refrain of the last verse: I want you to understand 
the feelings of my heart and realise the agony of my mind. Then my life 
will be worth living. 

Kshanaprava looked around. In the pale sky a solitary crow 
flew away cawing caw, caw... implying who, who? 

Prava looked upwards. 

In the pale light of dawn she saw Dushmanta leaning upon 
the parapet of the veranda. He was looking dawn by bending his 
head. His figure resembled a question mark. 


57 


OF late Kalu has developed the habit of not coming back home 
regularly. He takes whatever little food is available to him and 
sleeps under the eve of somebody’s roof. He is afraid of coming 
home lest Rami would speak something unpalatable, ask for money 
or advise him to sit and work at home. 

Today Kalu is not at home. He might have taken shelter on 
someone’s veranda in some village. These days he is not coming to 
Cuttack frequently. The people of this city are callous towards the 
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poor. A lame leg, a deformed hand or a blind eye doesn't evoke 
sympathy any more. When someone asks for help, people direct 
him straight to the Home for the Destitute. They tell him: Go there; 
you wall live comfortably and happily. Why are you begging? 

Kalu has gone there several times, and looked at it from a 
distance. There are many people, many houses. The people are 
working. They, regularly, get two meals a day. A bell is rung to 
regulate different activities. Will he go inside? Will he stay there? 
It has a big compound wall. It’s looking like a jail. Once you go 
inside, they won’t easily allow you to come out. If somebody comes 
out, he won't be allowed to stay there. 

How cunningly the rich have built up a prison for the lame, 
the hunch-backed and for those with deformed hands! Will Kalu 
go inside? They won't give him a grain of opium or a palmful of 
liquor while his tongue in his gluttonous mouth would be salivating. 
The public road and the wide world are much better. Who is there 
to prevent you from eating and drinking according to your own 
sweet will by spending the little amount you can earn? 

Kalu ruminated: It is a jail. Who will enter it deliberately? 
Since luck didn’t favour him he didn’t get anything today. People 
keep fast deliberately during Akadashi®, Harijanma’”* and 
Sankrant?®. Let him think that he is keeping fast today on the 
occasion of Akadashi. If luck favours him he will be able to earn 
tomorrow. This is a jehel (jail). It’s like a sticky pipe meant for 
catching birds. I won't enter it. 

Kalu came back. He saw sick people moving about on the 
way. They were begging with outstretched hands. T here were lepers 
as well as patients suffering from gouts and tuberculosis. They 
were weak and emaciated. Their bodies were deformed. They were 
helpless invalids. There is no place for them in the Home for the 
Destitute. The rich men living in palatial buildings, officers riding 
on motorcars and political leaders of the country flying on 
aeroplanes do not take pity on them. Travellers walking on the 
way throw away some coins at them maintaining some distance 
and closing their nostrils with their hands. The practice of acquiring 
virtue by performing such act of charity has not been stopped 
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altogether in independent India thriving under an ideal 
government. The ladder for ascending to heaven is still there for 
the pious people. T here is hope still for Karnas in miniature.* Their 
hope lies in these groups of sick and physically handicapped people. 

Kalu is not a sick man. Who will desire to acquire virtue by 
giving money to him? Nobody! Lakhs of people live in the city of 
Cuttack. Wherever you see, you'll find rows of buildings. On either 
side of the river numerous tall chimneys have risen to the sky. 
‘They are belching smoke. A number of mills and factories operate 
night and day. Thousands of labourers have been employed. But 
Kalu is unemployed. Whenever he begs for money nobody comes 
forward to give him even a single paisa. 

Has virtue disappeared from this opulent city? He cannot 
manage to live here anymore. Virtue may be having some scope to 
flourish in the countryside. T here will be date palm trees and people 
to extract juice from those trees. 

Kalu went to beg in the villages. In the villages a lame man 
attracts the attention of the people and they take pity on him. 
‘There people have time to listen to the tales of woe of others. 

Kalu is living with hope. Occasionally he comes home. He 
looks at his wife and children with contentment. He watches them 
with an intent gaze and derives pleasure out of it. He smiles 
whenever he is rebuked or advised at home. Then he goes away to 
some village for begging. 

Once there was a heavy rain. It was accompanied with storm, 
lightning and thunder. At that time Kalu was sitting with eyes 
closed in the cowshed of a man of a neighbouring village. He was 
oblivious of his home. 

But at his home Rami was feeling restless. She was not 
concerned about Kalu but about Dhira. That disobedient girl, 
thoroughly drenched with rain, has gone towards the mango grove 
to collect mangoes that have fallen from the trees. There are no 
houses on that part of the village. What would she be doing? Rami 


cannot wait anymore. Who will come out of his house during this 


* Karna was a great, cheerful and munificent giver. 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


162 THE STORM 


bad weather to render help when his own house would have been 
flooded with rainwater? 

She called her elder daughter. ‘Hey, Hira, I feel restless. Look, 
how the darkness is spreading. Ah! The thunder is crashing. Let 
me go out and try to find her.’ 

“Where will you go getting drenched with rain? Do you want 
to die? Dhira would be sitting under cover of a tree in the grove. 
She will come on her own when the rains subside. Let her reap, 
once, the fruit of disobedience.’ 

‘What do you say? She is still a child. She has gone out being 
tempted by greed for mangoes. I am going out in search of her. 
You close the entrance with the bamboo screen. She must be 
somewhere nearby! It’s not yet evening. Still there is some light. 
You please close the entrance to our house with the bamboo screen.’ 

Rami went outside of her house. 

Dhira returned home totally drenched with rain. She had a 
basketful of mangoes over her head. Her body was very cold and it 
was shivering as she was completely drenched with rainwater. Her 
legs were unsteady. The road was not visible in the rains. Maybe 
the evening had descended on the earth. 

She called Hira: ‘Hullo sister, Hullo!’ 

Hira opened the bamboo screen door. She said: ‘Aren’t you 
dead yet?’ 

Pushing the basketful mangoes into the house Dhira said: 
‘Sister, I would have died, but I survived to eat sweet green mangoes. 
See how my whole body is shivering. You know the old lady of the 
House of Swains starts rebuking when one picks up a single mango 
fallen from the tree. Her mango tree bearing sweet mangoes has 
been uprooted by the storm. I had a hairbreadth escape. It fell on 
the white anthill. Take this basketful of mangoes.’ 

‘But mother has gone to search for you.’ 

‘What a stupid woman! Where did she go? 

The two sisters continued to look outside for the return of 
their mother. 
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IT rained heavily. The intensity of the storm grew. The thunder 
crashed. The night advanced. But Rami didn’t come. The house 
was in the dark. The two sisters cried looking at the sky. 

The rain subsided. The storm stopped blowing. Hira went to 
their neighbour’s house. It was late night. The people of a few 
neighbouring houses of Mazdoorpatna came to know that Hira 
was crying for Rami. They comforted her by saying that she might 
have stayed somewhere and she would come on her own. 

It was dead of the night. The rain stopped. Hira knocked on 
the door of Chandara’s house. Chandara had been to Calcutta. He 
has come back from Calcutta posing himself as a gentleman. He 
has a big torch in his house. He has gold pins stuck into his teeth, 
wristwatch on his hand and gold rings on his fingers. He plays on 
a flute and claps his hands. He has driven his wife out of the house. 
He casts sidelong glances on other women. There is a hue and cry 
that he is vulgar in his manners. His old mother is deaf. Chandara 
derives pleasure from beating his mother. He ogles and smiles at 
Hira. Rami hates him for this. She has forbidden him to come to 
her house. 

Holding the torch and wearing his old raincoat Chandara 
came out of his house. Clasping Hira’s hand with his own he said: 
‘Did you see the conduct of the villagers? Did anyone come forward 
to help you? They only talk big.’ 

“Where did my mother take shelter?’ 

‘Let us search for her.’ 

In Kalu’s house Dhira was sitting in the dark. She also rose 
up when she saw the flash of light. 

The three persons went in search of Rami after closing the 
entrance with the bamboo curtain. 

The next day at 3 p.m. Kalu came to see the condition of his 
house. He saw that the villagers had crowded in front of it. A 
bullock cart was parked there. After wrapping Rami’s blood stained 
wounded body and head with cloths, Chandara and Hira carried 
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her from the house and put her on the bullock cart. The severed 
branch of a tree had fallen on her head. Though she is alive, she 
has lost her consciousness. Chandara has made all arrangements 
for taking her to the hospital at Cuttack. 

The cart started moving. Chandara, Hira and Dhira followed 
the cart. Kalu stood staring at them. 

Nobody told him anything. 

The old lady of the House of Swains said: ‘Do you think 
there is no divine justice?’ 

Another commented: ‘Chandara has got a very good work to 
do? 

Kalu looked at the house. He felt relieved that the house was 
still standing after braving such a powerful storm. 

Someone commented that the house was built with the hard 
earned money got from pulling of rickshaw. 

Without giving any comment Kalu crawled into the house. 
He had not eaten any food since the day before. He saw that the 
earthen pots and pitchers in the house were empty. The earthen 
floor was wet. A small packet of rice was hanging from the thatch. 
He became hopeful. 

‘The villagers disappeared. 

Kalu ruminated: Should he go to Cuttack? 

He was extremely hungry. He was unable to move a step 
further. No doubt, there was some rice in the house, but who would 
boil the rice? He could see the basket full of mangoes. Those were 
green and he was devoid of teeth. He looked upwards again. The 
packet of rice was hanging over his head. 

Should he go to Cuttack? 

He was very much hungry. 

He asked himself: Will the bullock-cart come back after 
covering half-way? 

Kalu was startled by the question. No, no, the cart won't come 
back. There are two grown-up daughters in the house. Who will 
maintain them? Who will take care of them? He is lame, lazy and 
a drunken beggar. He will also go to Cuttack. 

Kalu closed the entrance of the house with the bamboo 
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curtain. Holding the staff in his hand he limped slowly on to the 
road. The cart had been driven along the same road. It was visible 
no more. It might have covered some distance. Kalu’s eyes brimmed 
over with tears. 


Kalu Samal trudged along the road. 
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AT a distance of thirty miles from Bijipur, the village Dhanipur is 
situated in a flood-affected area. But there are neither rivers nor 
canals on either side of the village within four miles. During severe 
flood the village is inundated by water of two rivers flowing on 
either side of the village at a distance of more than four miles. 
Water flows in torrents over the deep cornfields. Currents flow 
under waist-deep or neck-deep water in the village streets below 
the verandas. The houses in the village, Dhanipur are not separated 
from one another. There are rows of houses on either side of the 
narrow village roads. The verandas are high. Whatever may be the 
severity of flood, water never rises above the verandas. During severe 
flood the excess water passes through the homestead land or 
backyard of the house. 

‘The water current flows in the village streets. A man sitting 
on a veranda can exchange pleasantries with another sitting on 
the next veranda. They can see each other and talk but for giving a 
betel leaf cone one of them has to take the help of a boat or a 
banana raft. If there is less water, he would have to change his 
clothes and wear a towel. The floodwater does not inundate the 
village for a long time. It recedes after four or five days. 

Dhanipur is a big village in this flood-affected area. It has a 
post office, a police station, a primary school, and the court of the 
zamindar and the medicine shop of an Ayurvedic physician. Most 
of the villagers are poor. Only a few families are well off in the 
village. 
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Chakradhar is a resident of this village, Dhanipur. During 
his father’s time their family was one among the well-off families. 
Now that he has to maintain a large family he is facing difficulty. 
But he doesn't like to be placed in the list of half-starved poor 
people. Throughout the day he busies himself in the ten to twelve 
acres of land he has in his possession. He maintains a large family 
consisting of four sons, three daughters, his wife, his widowed old 
aunt and two helpless, distantly related widowed aunts. He feeds 
them whatever humble food he is able to arrange. His eldest son is 
only thirteen and the youngest is one and a half years old. Although 
Sumati, his wife is very weak, she is active and affectionate. 

Parvati, the wife of Parashurambabu, the zamindar of Bijipur, 
happens to be the younger sister of Chakradhar. She has been 
staying in her brother’s house for some months falling sick 
intermittently. When unmarried she was very active and hard 
working. Having married a rich man she has become the daughter- 
in-law of a rich family and spent a few years at the husband’s place. 
Now she is useless. Her face is ever pale. It seems she is always lost 
in thought. She doesn’t talk much. Whenever she opens her mouth, 
she starts complaining against fate or sulks about being neglected 
by her relatives. 

She spends her time by attending to the needs of her nephews 
and nieces. The nephews and nieces who were small before her 
marriage and whom Parvati used to love more than her life, have 
now grown up. Those who were sucking infants have started their 
fun and games. Again there are two more new children. By 
attending to their needs she is trying to forget the fleeting 
experience of having a moon-faced baby upon her lap. 

The baby’s memory comes to her stealthily in a dream during 
sleep. Along with the image of the baby she sees the smiling face 
of another person who had kept it alive. He was called Devaraj. 
His disappearance led to the disappearance of the baby for all time 


to come. 
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THE evening was approaching. Sitting on the front veranda 
Sumati was combing Parvati’s hair. Although flood-water had 
receded from the village streets, ankle-deep water was still flowing. 
The children were playing and prating with one another. 
Chakradhar along with his eldest son had gone to the cornfields 
to see the condition of paddy plants. The small plants were 
submerged by floodwater for four days. What would be their 
condition now! 

Sumati asked in a soft voice: ‘Para, I want to ask you a question. 
Would you mind? 

‘Do I ever mind whatever you say? You may ask whatever you 
want to.’ 

‘Para, you have stayed here for several months. How is it that 
Parashurambabu has not yet written a letter nor has he sent a 
messenger? You also never write a letter. Won't you tell me what 
has happened to both of you?’ 

Pravati said: ‘Don't you know we have been married to each 
other! After searching the world thoroughly you had married me 
to a suitable groom from a rich family. Day in and day out I pine 
for him. Similarly he would be pining for me. There is no need for 
writing letters.’ 

‘Para, don't take it as a joke.’ 

‘All of you played a joke with my life. This joke has become 
an integral part of my life. Listen, if you are keen. You didn't choose 
an eligible groom for me; rather you chose a rich family. The tiny 
baby that was born passed away. The family disintegrated. I came 
back to my house, back to my native place even though my parents 
are no more alive. What I need is a handful of rice to eat? 

‘Para, we must accept the inevitable. Who can undo the decree 
of fate? All spoke well of Parashurambabu. Did he have any 
problem after marrying his daughter off? You were happy to live 
with him? 
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‘Forget about my happiness. Couldn't you find an illiterate 
labourer in this area to be a match for me? Yes, he never grumbles 
at me. Even though I don't demand, he brings for me beautiful 
saris and ornaments on his own. Being a rich man he puts a lot of 
money at my disposal. When I married and went to live with him 
he alienated his daughter. He never enquires after her nor does he 
set foot in her house. People might be thinking and you also might 
be thinking that for the intense love he has for me, he has alienated 
everybody in this world. 

‘It is true.’ 

‘No, it’s not true, my sister-in-law. He doesn't love me. He 
had married me at this old age for the perpetuation of his family. 
That is why he has been kind towards me. He is eager not to hurt 
my feelings.’ 

‘Para, what else is called happiness? Look at your brother. He 
is always speaking harsh words. Has he ever bought even a thin 
iron ring for me? He won't appreciate even if I tire myself with 
work. He disapproves of everything I do. Now I am a middle-aged 
woman. I sometimes feel that your brother does not love me. Maybe 
all married women have similar feelings.’ 

‘Don’t tell me that. When you go to your father’s house you 
are unable to stay there for more than a week. My brother doesn’t 
come to the house. He stays outside under the pretext of some 
work. Don't I know this?’ 

‘Whom will he rebuke, unless I am there? 

‘Nuavu, this is called domestic bliss. This is conjugal hapiness. 
Anger, resentment and sulkiness are natural both for husband and 
wife. Happiness doesn't lie in pleasing, pitying and obeying the 
spouse. If one spouse pities the other, the other can expect only 
some charity but no love.’ 

Sumati was taken aback. After combing the hair she wiped 
Parvati’s face and said: ‘You have given a new meaning of love. 
Now, treating your self his equal, why don’t you chide him?’ 

‘Shall I chide him as a beggar does to a man when he refuses 
to give him alms? Shall 1 elevate my status as one may do by 
standing on a heap of straw? Nuau, he has no love in his heart. 
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Whatever he does appears like a farce to me. He was married for a 
long time and when his wife died he was bed-ridden for fifteen 
days. But when I went to live with him after our marriage, I didn’t 
find any sign of his previous wife’s memory. Only an old photograph 
was there by mistake. When I saw it he tore it into pieces.’ 

‘From this you should realize, Para, how deeply he is in love 
with you. He doesn’t want to displease you at all. Don’t 
misunderstand him.’ 

‘I have never misunderstood him. Nuau, his first wife had left 
behind her a tiny daughter. He had showered all his love and 
affection on his pet daughter after the death of his wife. Does 
anyone alienate or abandon his daughter even if she commits 
numerous acts of folly? His son-in-law became blind. His daughter 
suffered so much and is still suffering. But as a father, he has not 
enquired after her. Did I forbid him? Even if I forbid, being the 
father, he should enquire after her.’ | 

Sumati pondered over the matter. Then she said: ‘If 
Parashuram didn't enquire after her, being a responsible step mother, 
you could have helped her and by that received praise from others.’ 

‘That girl hates me.’ 

‘That’s why Parashurambabu has severed relations with her. 
His action proved that he loves you. You should not blame him.’ 

‘But the people blamed me, not him. They accused me that I 
have cast a spell on him and used medicinal herbs for poisoning 
his mind against his daughter. What is more painful than being a 
stepmother? If I do something for her they will say I am showing 
off, if I don't they will say, after all she is step-mother! Both ways I 
am a loser.’ 

“We have digressed from the point. It is no use crying over 
spilt milk. You write him a letter. Enquire about his health, I am 
sending a messenger. Fie! Such things are not good. The inevitable 
has happened. You came away in a fit of anger and sulking. It 
won't go down well if you don't enquire about him.’ 

‘Why? Has he sent a messenger? Nuau, he doesn't care for 
others’ sentiments. Before the abolition of zamindari he gave away 
his estate to the people. He said: ‘Why shall I take so much trouble? 
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Who will inherit my estate? Some day or other zamindari will be 
abolished. People are revolting. Let it go to their hands. Did he 
ever consult with me? 

‘Why didn't you oppose? 

‘When? Would I have opposed after the estate was given to 
the village committee? He told me that the village committee would 
manage the estate and do welfare work with the proceeds earned 
from it. Further, trying to show his goodness, he told me that the 
land belongs to the people. Why should we quarrel with them? 
Moreover, we don't get much profit.’ 

‘Is he not right? Why should one take so much trouble? It is 
better to live happily with the produce one gets by cultivating his 
agricultural land.’ 

‘Does he have any agricultural land in his possession? Devising 
a plan of his own he has brought the entire agricultural land of the 
village under collective farming. There is no ridge to demarcate 
one’s plot of land from another's in the cornfields. Those people 
have made a contract that they will get the share of crops in 
proportion to their land. All will have to work in the field or pay 
the workers for their labour. He is exited about collective farming 
and he has excited the villagers about it. My opposition led to all 
the quarrel and misunderstanding between us.’ 

‘He has done a good thing. Why did you oppose? If collective 
farming is adopted jn this village there will be no violence, crops 
won't be wasted and your brother will be saved from a lot of pain 
and trouble.’ 

‘Did he do a good thing? He gave away his zamindari, his 
land. What else is there in his possession? Didn't you marry me 
with a middle-aged man only because he had zamindari and landed 
property? You had married me to his zamindari and landed 
property, not to him. Now all that is gone.’ 

‘Why do you say that all is gone?’ 

‘Because nothing is left which, I can call my own or treat as 
my own. I opposed but he didn’t pay heed to my opposition. 1 
could endure the grief caused by the death of my son but couldn't 
tolerate his refusal. It resulted in loss of peace. I said: ‘Neither would 
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I stay nor would I tolerate such behavior.’ He said to me: ‘Tt is up 
to you. I don't seek anybody’s opinion in such matters.’ I said: ‘All 
right, I will do whatever I wish. Then I came here.’ 

After thinking for a while, Sumati said: ‘It’s good that you 
have come here. It’s your house. Who will forbid you to come? 
You may stay here as long as you like. How many women are so 
fortunate to serve their sisters-in-law? But my good sister kindly 
write a letter to Parashurambabu.’ 

‘Shall I write even if it is uncalled for? He doesn't enjoy my 
company. That’s why he is not enquiring about me. Why should I 
need his company? A baby was born. It died due to his neglect. 
Nuavu, it’s true that it died because of his negligence. He spoke ill 
of the doctor who had kept the baby alive by giving medicine; 
after the doctor went away the baby died.’ 

‘Tears flowed down from Parvati’s eyes. 

She said: ‘The death of the baby is an irreparable loss for 
him, not for me. I have seven children including sons and daughters. 
You have given birth to them but they are my blood relations. 1 
will spend the rest of my life attending to their needs. Neither do 
I need landed property and zamindari nor do I want to hear pleasant 
words from the toothless mouth of that man.’ 

Sumati said: ‘If you don't need him, why have you been reduced 
to a physical wreck by pining for him? Have you seen your own 
appearance? How can Ayurvedic medicine cure your disease when 
it is psychological? 

‘Oh, I am only pining for him! You think as if there is no 
body else in the world to pine for.’ 

She stopped talking. The dusk was first approaching. Ankle- 
deep water was flowing on the village road, Chakradhar was 
returning home treading the water. He had a towel around his 
neck and a staff in his hand. Doctor Devaraj wearing a white home- 
made coarse cloth and a shirt, and with a Gandhi cap on his head, 
was following him. He had a home-made coarse towel on his 
shoulder, a book in one hand and a box of homeopathic medicine 
in the other hand. He had the same bright eyes and smiling face as 
before. 
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Sumati said: ‘Para, you please come inside. The doctor is 
coming with your brother. I had sent for him in order to check up 
your health. He is not an ordinary doctor, he is Dhanwantar:i®® 
incarnate.’ 

Parbati followed Sumati and they went inside the house. The 
dusk was fast approaching. 
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PARASHURAM Jooked at the newspaper again. 

Problems are many. How would these unfortunate people 
benefit if the country remains under foreign rule or it becomes 
independent? They won't gain anything even if the country 
becomes prosperous with crops and animal resources after the 
implementation of welfare schemes. All the helpless physically 
handicapped people of the country cannot find shelter even if 
hundreds of Homes for the Destitute are established. A hundred 
thousand incapable handicapped people will be begging with 
outstretched hands both in the urban and rural areas. Suffering 
from hunger and starvation in cold and rain they will be cursing 
society and their fate. How can the problem be solved? 

‘There is another thing. What can be done for the sick invalids 
who are wandering hither and thither begging for help and 
increasing the number of patients by spreading the germs of various 
diseases? The Government and Non-Government institutions that 
have come up are not enough to provide shelter to all. Why are the 
rich people of the country not coming forward voluntarily to solve 
this problem? Dushmantababu has promised to donate half of his 
remaining property for these people. Let others come forward to 
shoulder the responsibility. 

Being disproportionate with the needs, the Home for the 
Destitute and the Home for the Sick may appear as travesty of shelters 
but the intention for building such institutions is undoubtedly 
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noble. Let the people who have money change their mind-set. Let 
them have anxiety to work for others. Then only can there be a 
proper solution to the problem. 

Parashuram raised his eyes from the newspaper. A small 
photograph hanging on the wall drew his attention. It was a 
photograph of Kshanaprava taken when she was five years old. 

Kshanaprava has delivered a lecture in the town hall. He was 
happy to learn about it. She was once her dear little child. This 
child, whom he had alienated under the illusion of perpetuating 
his family line by marrying once again, whom he had despised for 
her disobedience, and for her seeking happiness and pleasure, has 
now become a real human being. She is feeling the pain and 
suffering of others and trying to alleviate the same without caring 
a fig for criticism. 

Parashurambabu looked at the newspaper again. Gopalbabu 
had breathed fire and brimstone in his speech: 

It’s the duty of the Government. The mindset of the rich won't 
change. The government will have to bring money from the rich 
capitalists. The government has the power to do so. The wealth of the 
rich won't decrease if a few taxes are levied on them. Their property 
must be seized. Mere earnest appeal will have no impact. Nobody will 
listen to it. Use of force is necessary. The world is changing very fast. 
The country won't prosper if people only wait and watch. Merely 
listening to lectures will be an exercise in futility. We cannot remove the 
suffering of the destitute, the orphans, the sick and the poor with speeches, 
appeals and by begging. Wake up, raise your hands, look ahead and see 
how the heaps of wealth of the rich, the capitalists, the mill-owners and 
zamindars are glittering. Look back and see how the famished, the 
destitute, the sick, the emaciated, the starved and the empty bellied are 
staring vacantly! 

How can the problem be solved? 

Where did so many lectures and so much excitement lead to? No 
millionaire came forward to donate a part of his property. From among 
the three or four thousand people who had gathered to listen to the lectures 
only a handful of people had shouted: Destroy, set their houses on fire, 
burn, loot their heaps of wealth. Make provision for the poor, the orphans 
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and the helpless. But hundred of people opposed them and burst out 
shouting: These people are anti-social, anti-national and the enemies 
of civilization. Let us torch, burn and destroy those who shout for 
destruction and save the culture and heritage of our nation. 

In the newspaper editorial it was written that the meeting 
had ended in an uproar. 

Parashuram looked around. It appeared that he was searching 
for a solution. He was alone in the house and was lost in thought. 
Raindrops were falling outside from an overcast sky. The sunlight 
was not visible even at noon. Nature was gloomy. Parashuram was 
feeling sad and depressed. 

He has a small family, limited self-interest and no bright 
future. He has given up hope. He has never sulked about anybody’s 
acts of omission and commission. He has floated in the forward 
moving current of time. The spirit of the Age has liberated him 
from the chains of age-long selfishness. Now he is a free man. He 
is merely one among hundreds of workers of the country. 

His sphere of activity has been expanded. His future has 
mingled with the present and become one. He wants to repay the 
service he had extracted from the people of Bijipur by intimidation 
for a long time by serving them all. Now he realizes the’ honour 
one commands and the pleasure one derives by serving others. He 
had a strong attachment only for Parvati. Ignoring Kshanaprava’s 
objection he had married Parvati, a young woman deliberately at 
this late age for perpetuation of his family line. Kshanaprava has 
gone away. She has chosen her way of doing things. She has 
indirectly taught him the virtues of social service and self-sacrifice. 
The male child who had come to this world to perpetuate his 
family line has gone away from this world. The human race won't 
become extinct even after the dissolution of the universe. Then 
why should Parashuram be worried? 

Parvati didn't understand him. Yes, she was married to his 
zamindari and property. The situation changed. The ownership of 
his property was transferred to the masses. Why did she go away 
leaving him alone? Was it due to sulkiness and anger? She is 
completely silent. Their marriage was unnatural. Maybe due to 
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this reason Parvati has left his house. She could not run after her 
husband’s ideals. What harm is there? Why should he have 
interfered with her plans? Why should he have invited trouble by 
interfering with the freedom of another? 

Parvati has gone away. If someday her husband goes up in 
her estimation she would come back or else she won't. He has no 
time to think about it. He has a great responsibility, it’s a challenge. 
All the people of Bijipur will live happily. They won't listen to the 
call for destruction. Those who had come to Bijipur to lead people 
on the path of total destruction had gone back after listening to 
Parashuram’s words: 

“You want zamindari to be abolished from this village, don't 
you? All right, I leave my zamindari in your hands. You manage it. 
Spend the profits on welfare work. Let us consolidate all our land, 
and farm collectively. We shall share the produce in proportion 
with our land. There won't be jealously and violence. One will do 
the kind of work one can do. The labourer also will earn enough 
wages. Of course it will depend on his efficiency. 

Let us make fresh efforts to build a new world where al! will 
live happily. All will grow up. All will wish others to do well in life 
and for that matter they will work with self-less motive and fresh 
enthusiasm. I am donating my zamindari and all my property to 
you. I am dedicating myself to your service.’ 

‘Tears had trickled down Parashurams cheeks. 


62 


THE villagers cooperated with Parashuram. All the land of Bijipur 
came under collective ownership’ but everybody had his own 
personal share. 

Proposals were accepted with unanimous approval: 

There will be bumper crop of potato in this land. Sulabh Swain, 
Nari Sahu and Radhu Gochhayat are skilled in potato cultivation. They 
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will take care of that work. They will form a committee. They will 
make all preparations for potato farming. 

Suitable plots of land have been selected for growing sugarcane, 
groundnut, pulses, castor and banana. Committees have been formed 
to select land for growing crops such as jute, tobacco, cotton and paddy 
etc. All the proposals are in black and white. 

Finally there is the central committee of the village. It is constituted 
of members selected from all other committees. They will arrange bullocks, 
ploughshares, and seeds and manure necessary for farming. They are in 
charge of distribution of produce and sale of the surplus produce according 
to necessity. They will make arrangements for irrigation, determine the 
amount of bonus fo be given to the labourers, safeguard the common 
funds, supervise public works of the village and manage the village 
institutions. 

All activities are being conducted smoothly in a disciplined 
manner. Parashuram gave the money that was needed initially for 
starting the work. He has converted the entire village into an 
extended family. What will he do with his hoarded wealth? He 
wants all his villagers to live happily. He treats them as his relatives, 
near and dear ones. 

People are working enthusiastically. 

Parashuram is mad with excitement with his new work. 
Various problems have posed obstacles before him. Provision is to 
be made for the orphans and the helpless that earn a living by 
begging and for the sick and the invalids lying in bed at home. 
Again, something is to be done for those who do not get two meals 
a day and have no clothes to wear even though they take share of 
the produce from the farmland owned collectively. 

Lack of food and clothing lead to discontent and the 
discontented people harbour destructive ideas. Maybe, the problem 
will be solved if provision is made for each according to his needs. 
If all people face scarcity they will try hard to raise production. 
But, will those share holders who have larger shares but fewer needs, 
who live happily with their shares and who have enough surpluses 
agree to the need-based sharing? If they agree or if they are forced 
to agree, how will it be different from the method suggested by 
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Sanandababu? 

Parashuram could not arrive at a decision. 

He looked outside through the window. The intensity of the 
rain has increased. The wind is blowing. The lightning is flashing 
and thunder is crashing intermittently. These things occur every 
year during this time. As the earth is moving on its axis and also 
round the sun, the days and nights, months and seasons are also 
moving cyclically. Similarly human civilization is also having a 
cyclical movement. 

Food, sleep and copulation were the only needs of primitive 
man who was wild, nude and devoid of society and culture. The 
vast world was lying open before him. He was collecting food 
using his hands and feet. Today the same man exists. He has 
the same hands and feet. But those are powerless to provide 
him food. Human civilization, human society and human wants 
have developed the idea of mutual sympathy and the idea, ‘to 
live and let others live.’ Food, sleep and copulation have been 
regulated. 

Whatever may be strength of human population, whatever 
may be its growing needs, the basic need is food to sustain man’s 
life. Other needs follow this basic need. Family, social rules and 
marriage culture are meant for civilized living, for regulating 
habitation, clothing and copulation. How long can a man whose 
limbs are active, remain silent if food is not available to fill his 
belly and sustain his life? If the idle who avail of all opportunity 
do not remove the difficulties and solve the problems of the active 
who are deprived, then the wheel of civilization will come full 
circle. Then who will be able to stop widespread devastation? The 
human society will go back again to the primitive, uncivilized Dark 
Age. 

How can civilization be saved? 

Parashuram began to think over the matter. 

Yes, there is a way. If the poor labourer of the village can get 
his basic necessities of food and clothing in exchange of his labour 
then only society can be saved from annihilation. People from 


every family of Bijipur will put in hard work. The land will yield 
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abundant crop. No land will remain uncultivated. First, every family 
will get a share of the crop and some money for its maintenance. 
Then provision will be made for the sick, the helpless and the 
invalids from the surplus produce. The rest will be distributed in 
the proportion with the share of land owned by the people. 

There won't be dearth of food and clothing. One will get 
privileges in proportion with one’s shares. 

It seemed Parshuram heard a voice from the sky. He came 
outside overcome with joy. He was thinking of how to convince 
and inspire people that all of them belonged to the same village, to 
the same family. They would work hard and get rich by cultivating 
land. First, they all would eat food, wear clothes, have shelters to 
live in and read and then share the surplus resources in proportion 
to their shares. That much will be their personal property. That 
personal property won't be used for luxurious living. It will be used 
for the benefit of their extended family at the time of need. 


63 


DUSHMANTA had fallen asleep. 

Jt was the middle of the night. Kshanaprava was feeling tired. 
She had not slept for the last three nights. She was irregular in 
taking food and drink. There was no end to her work. She had to 
do the household chores and attend to some work outside the 
house. She has been overburdened with work. 

Dushmanta was suffering from fever for five days. Today there 
is slight remission of fever. He is still weak. For the last five days 
he was on liquid diet of sago and barley. Tonight he has taken 
bread and milk. He has been cured of the disease with 
Kshanaprava’s nursing skills. 

Although Dushmanta had no fever, Kshanaprava was sitting 
beside him and talking with him. 


Now Dushmanta is asleep. 
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Kshanaprava stood up. She reduced the speed of the fan. 
Closing the two doors leading to the veranda she drew the curtains 
of the windows. Bringing the shaw! from the cloth-rack she covered 
Dushmanta’s body with it. Entering the adjacent room she called 
Rangia, the boy servant to wake him up. 

‘I am not yet asleep, madam.’ 

‘Is it so? You are not yet asleep! You are a good boy. Listen. 
The master is sleeping. You go to sleep without closing the door. 
Don't switch off the light. 1 am shutting the middle door. If the 
master asks for me you will come through the library and call me. 
I will wake up, when you knock the door. Do you understand?’ 

Rangia said: ‘Yes’ while yawning. 

Kshanaprava came back to Dushmanta. The room was dimly 
lit with a blue bulb. Dushmanta was sleeping. She gazed at him 
for a moment. He was looking pale and weak. She has nursed him 
for five days and five nights. She has looked after him, sat beside 
him and stroked his body and legs. Unhesitatingly she has held 
his body against hers. She had a feeling as if Dushmanta was closely 
related to her. 

But what is the nature of this relationship? 

Why was she standing there? It was midnight. Her duties 
were not yet over. Sukanti had been running a slight temperature 
of the body for the last two days. Kshanaprava had also taken care 
of her. Nira had never been negligent in attending on her. But she 
was still a child. 

Kshanaprava entered her room through the library and closed 
the door. 

‘Who is there? Is it Prava? 

‘Are you not yet asleep?’ 

‘What about you? 

‘My work is not yet over.’ 

‘But it is mid-night! 

‘I know. Is it new for me? I go to sleep only when my work is 
over.’ 

“Where had you been till now? 

‘I was with mother for some time. Then I had gone to see 
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Dushmanta.’ 

‘But I heard he has no fever since morning.’ 

‘He has no fever. But he asked me to sit beside him.’ 

‘Why did you come back? 

‘I came back as he went to sleep.’ 

“Then you go to sleep. It is already too late.’ 

‘My work is not yet over.’ 

“What else have you yet to do? 

‘Mother is ailing. She is having fever again since evening. 
Nira is still a child. What can she do? Let me go.’ 

“You are working hard. What would happen to others if you 
yourself fall ill?...’ 


64 


KSHANAPRAVA didn’t wait to listen to the last part of 
Tusharkanti’s speech. She was defiant in spirit. She has not 
calculated the years she has spent in another’s house. She is moving 
on like the hour hand of a clock that never stops but moves on 
imperceptibly. She has become the head of another’s family. She 
cannot recollect that once she had taken shelter in other’s house. 
She is treating others’ criticism as the dirt of her body. The magazine 
must be selling well! She doesn't look at the magazine anymore. 
She has been accustomed to Hemangini’s harsh criticism levelled 
at her. She doesn't sulk about such criticism. 

People think her to be what she is not. She has never been 
anxious to change their opinion. She has been cautioned by the 
undue interest Prusty had shown long back. There is a limit to 
one’s enthusiasm and efforts. No more has she tried to cross the 
limit. At the site of the meeting she had unclasped the necklace 
given by Prusty from her neck and donated it to the Home for the 
Sick. Emulating her example the ladies and gentlemen present at 
the meeting, with much enthusiasm and excitement, deposited 
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whatever they had with them on Natabarbabu’s table. Then the 
work of the Sick-Home had progressed steadily. 

Still the fortnightly magazine didn’t spare her: 

Whose necklace is this? Why did Mr Prusty make the highest 
bid for that necklace? He could have donated that big amount of 
money to the Home for the Sick. Will Kshanaprava come forward 
to reveal the name of the goldsmith who had built it? It’s not a 
necklace. It’s something magical. 

After reading the news item Kshanaprava put the magazine 
aside. 

‘The Home for the Destitute, the School for Universal Education 
and the Home for the Sick are running smoothly. New problems are 
cropping up. Money is at the root of all problems. Appeals for 
donation are being made. Some are paying and some refusing to 
pay. All people do not have similar temperaments. Appeals and 
entreaties are effective at some places and not effective at some 
other places. Kshanaprava is not able to keep herself aloof from 
any of these. 

Days and nights are passing by. She is no more requesting 
Tusharkanti to leave this house and go somewhere else. This house 
and this family have become her own. Like all others Tusharkanti 
is also a member of this family. She attends him as does she attend 
others. She has married him. She tries to carry out his orders and 
treats it as her primary duty. She also tries to comply with the 
requests of others. 

She has developed intimacy with Dushmanta. Sharing joys 
and sorrows with him and being very close with him she is spending 
her time happily. But Dushmanta is a bit of a mystery. Kshanaprava 
is unable to understand him. He is an incarnation of politeness. 
He is enthusiastic about everything and there is no sign of despair 
in him. She has spent five days sitting beside his sickbed, fed him 
with her own hands, stroked his legs, and served him unhesitatingly 
forgetting herself still she has not been able to understand him. 

She has no time to think. She has to do a lot of work, one 
after another. There is no end to her work. Always some work 
would be pending. 
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Sukanti is sleeping. Niharika is sitting on a chair beside her 
bed. She looks sleepy. She is tired. She has a book in her hand. 
Although she is interested in reading books she has no time to 
read. 

When she saw Kshanaprava she stood up and said that Aunty 
had gone to sleep. 

Without giving any reply Kshanaprava led her to the veranda 
by holding her hand. After covering some distance she leaned 
against the parapet and asked: ‘Nira, was she asking about me? 

‘No. She has been sleeping silently since you left. She is 
running high temperature. Sister Hema was enquiring about you.’ 

‘Enquiring about me? When did she come? 

‘She didn’t come here but she was enquiring about you over 
telephone one hour back. I told her that brother Dushmanta has 
no fever but aunty has still a fever. She was telling me that she has 
an urgent work with you.’ 

‘Why didn’t you call me?’ 

‘She told me that she would come tomorrow morning.’ 

Kshanaprava kept quiet. Hemangint’s business is to find fault 
with her, to collect adverse criticism against her published in 
newspapers and ridicule her. Kshanaprava is tired of such things. 
But Hemangini derives pleasure from them. What a foolish woman 
is she! She has collected and preserved whatever has been published 
against her in the newspapers. She derives pleasure from reading 
such news and tickles her own vanity by showing the same to others. 
She tries to create an impression that she is chaste, completely 
pure but Kshanaprava’s character is tainted. 

Kshanaprava broke into a laugh. Niharika could not venture 
to ask the cause of her laughter. She stood silently. 

Holding Niharika’s hand Kshanaprava said: ‘Nira, I don't want 
to stay anymore in another's house and bear the burden of managing 
his family. I want to flee from such responsibility and be free. Several 
times I have told this to your brother but he doesn't pay heed to 
my words. I don't want to suffer anymore. Our small family ridden 
by wants was most desirable. We were held together by wants and 
suffering. Now we have been alienated from one another by the 
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authority and affluence made available to us in another's family.’ 

Nira’s eyes brimmed with tears. She has felt it more intensely 
than others. She has lost her sister-in-law from the day she has 
stepped into this house. She is not able to find her out. Her sister- 
in-law has become a celebrity. Her name has appeared in magazines 
and newspapers. Her photographs, her speeches and critical 
estimates of her speeches have been published. Wicked people 
have spread scandals against her through their writings. Her Nuau 
is a national leader. She is much above and far away from her! 
Today she has descended to her level for a moment and appeared 
before her in real form. 

‘Why are you silent, Nira?’ 

Nira replied: ‘I agree with you.’ 

‘Your brother is not willing to leave this place. We have spent 
some time with outward happiness and pleasure. Rightly or wrongly 
we have earned name and fame in the country for serving the poor 
and the helpless people. With great enthusiasm we have built up 
three institutions. Those institutions are running smoothly. Why 
should we delay in leaving the place? Nira, I want we should 
abandon this city, this palatial building and aristocratic lifestyle 
and go away to live in an unknown, non-descript village and enjoy 
the joys and sorrows of the new life. Nira, I am very much tired.’ 

‘Go to sleep. It’s already late.’ 

‘My tiredness is not due to lack of sleep. I have become weak. 
I have no enthusiasm for work and 1 feel lonely. You'll see my real 
self when we go to live in some unknown, non-descript village. 
‘There I won't feel lonely. My weariness will disappear when I go 
away from the fake life of the city.’ 

‘Where shall we go, Muau? We don't have a house to live in.’ 

‘Many people in the world do not have houses of their own, 
Nira? 

‘Shall we do what they are doing and live where they are 
living?’ Muau! It seems as recent as yesterday. We were staying in a 
dilapidated house inside a lane. In front of the house was a vacant 
land full of bushes and at the rear of the house was a pond full of 
rotten weeds. We had poverty, diseases, humiliation, starvation and 
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anxiety. The only thing we didn’t do was going and begging with 
outstretched hands.’ 

Kshanaprava fell off her dream world. She couldn't utter a 
word. Niharika is neither a child nor a fool. All other members of 
her family are experiencing reality; she alone is wandering in the 
world of dreams. Why should Niharika abandon the world of 
happiness and prefer to live in wants for Kshanaprava’s sake? Why 
should her blind and helpless husband wallow in poverty, move 
from door to door searching for tuition and beg with outstretched 
hands to make a living? 

‘Nira, you are right. Let’s live like this as long as possible. In 
this world people deceive one another. We shall also deceive 
ourselves if not others as much as possible. Now you may go to 
sleep.’ 

Kshanaprava was about to come back when Sati, the 
maidservant approached her and said: ‘Perhaps grandmother is 
having a high fever. She is feeling restless. Come soon.’ 

It was one o'clock at night. 

On Kshanaprava’s request Nira went to sleep in the adjoining 
room. She is a good student of her school. All the lady teachers 
like her. For some days her study has been hampered. She doesn't 
find time to open her book. Sunanda, her teacher, had come in the 
evening but she has gone back. She has told that she would come 
in the morning. 


65 


SITTING beside Sukanti, Kshanaprava is stroking her legs. She 
is thinking whether she could run away from this motherly figure. 
Sukanti is full of the milk of human kindness and an ocean of love 
and affection. She has brought Kshanaprava to her house and given 
away everything to her. Pulling a wry face she has never spoken a 
harsh word; never restrained Kshanaprava from doing anything. 
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She has heard about all her work both inside and outside the house, 
but has neither given favorable or adverse opinion about her nor 
has she been critical of her work. 

Hemangini felt diffident about her abilities before Sukanti’s 
vow of silence. 

Why should Kshanaprava be afraid of the criticism of others 
and run away from the scene? All the cherished ideals are good as 
long as they do not harm a person but can they be good when they 
affect one’s reputation? 

Sukanti said to her: ‘How long will you remain awake, my 
daughter? It is already late night. Now you go to sleep.’ 

‘I don't feel sleepy. It’ll be better if you go to sleep.’ 

‘I will sleep forever and won't wake up again. Oh, I don't like 
the light. Darkness is preferable for me. The photographs that are 
hanging around me on the walls come to life in the dark and speak 
to me. They are calling me. Why should I stay here? This world is 
full of sorrows and sufferings, troubles and anxieties, dissatisfactions 
and doubts, fear and repentance.’ 

‘Don't be worried.’ 

‘I am not worried. I am speaking about the realities of life. 
What have the rich, who had hoarded so much wealth, taken with 
them? What have they left behind? What shall I take with me 
when I die? When one dies one’s material possessions remain 
behind. One’s body also remains behind and with it one’s name to 
which one’s good and bad deeds are attached. But the soul that 
flees is not affected. All these are riddles. Even Radhamadhab is a 
riddle. He is conceived as one who can save human beings from 
sorrow, attachment, anxiety, dissatisfaction, doubt and fear. Those 
who die do not need him. He is a prop to the living.’ 

‘What happens after death?’ 

‘Nobody knows. The idea of life after death may be a 
consolation for the living, an outcome of their unfulfilled desires. 
‘The portraits on the wall awakening to life in the dark, calling me 
and talking with me are also imaginative creation of my unfulfilled 
desire.’ 


“Then what should we do?’ 
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“We should search for happiness, my daughter. One should 
search for those things which would give him happiness. We have 
to accept that in this world all have equal rights to happiness and 
pleasure for which they are anxious. For this, opportunities are to 
be provided to all or else there will be chaos in human society, 
which will lead to its destruction. It is the duty of an individual to 
sacrifice self-interest for the well being of the human race. For 
him self-control is the only means for attaining supreme happiness, 
peace and satisfaction.’ 

Kshanaprava didn't ask anything else. One’s beliefs and ideas 
are moulded by one’s experiences. Man has learnt to tender advice 
from the very day he started to utter words. Often one man’s advice 
conflicts with that of another. It is not known when the conflict 
began but it is not yet over. Much blood has been spilt in numerous 
battles and wars fought on the surface of the earth. But all the 
battles and wars put together pale into insignificance before the 
ideological wars that are being fought. 

Man's duty is to seek happiness. 

Sukanti was running temperature. 

She said: ‘You go to sleep. I also cannot sleep if you sit beside 
me. 

Kshanaprava came out of the room. She said to Sati: ‘You 
sleep in mother’s room. Call me if you find mother to be restive.’ 

It was two o'clock at night. 

Tusharkanti was not yet asleep. Lying on his bed he was 
feeling restless. Several thoughts were troubling his mind. 

After entering the room Kshanaprava closed the door. 


66 


FEELING her presence Tusharkanti sat up on his bed. Softly he 
called: ‘Prava.’ 


Putting out the light Kshanaprava sat on her bedstead and 
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responded: ‘What do you want?’ 

‘Listen. Please come to me.’ 

Prava said: ‘It’s two o'clock at night. Are you not yet asleep? 
We will face more trouble in case you fall ill. Go to sleep. If you 
want to discuss something about the Home for the Destitute and 
the Home for the Sick, we can do that tomorrow. Moreover, I am 
feeling sleepy.’ 

Tushar kept mum for a moment. Then he said: ‘I was thinking 
about you. What would happen if you fall sick because of the hard 
labour you put in day and night?’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘I would never hesitate to serve you till 1 
am capable of doing it.’ 

Kshanaprava lay on the bed. She had been sulking for days 
and now she sobbed her heart out. The few sympathetic words of 
her husband have wounded her feelings deeply. What right does 
he have to utter words of sympathy? He has taken away her 
freedom. Today she is a maidservant in another's house and a slave 
to an ideal. Within her limited sphere she has carved out her niche. 
‘Today a maidservant in somebody’s house has become the mistress 
of the house, a patriot and a social worker. With blame and praise 
as her constant companion, she has broken down the barriers of 
dependence and become independent. Now she goes anywhere 
she likes and mixes with all kinds of people freely. She has her 
own programme. She is married to social service, her companion, 
though for the outsiders this blind man is her legally wedded 
husband. He is merely one among many who need her services. 

She felt the touch of Tusharkanti’s hand on her body and 
heard him calling ‘Kshanaprava.’ 

Tusharkanti sat beside her. Kshanaprava sat up. It was 
impenetrably dark. The muffled sound of late night was audible. 
The electric fan was whirring. Kshanaprava’s body was electrified 
with passion. Though blind, Tusharkanti is her husband. He was 
not blind from birth. Once he was handsome. His love for her 
took precedence over all his duties. 

Kshanaprava became nostalgic. 

Darkness is desirable because in the dark one can paint the 
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picture of the past in the mental canvas, can become close to it and 
forget the present reality. 

‘Prava, may I ask you a question?’ 

‘What do you want to ask?” 

Kshanaprava’s body began to tremble. Tusharkanti was 
holding her hand. He had drawn her close to him to ask something. 

What does he want to ask? Does he suspect her character? If 
so, why is this show of deep affection? She is not bound to answer 
any question. She is no body’s maidservant. She obeys the canons 
of social conduct. Does that mean she will have to bear the child 
of a blind man? 

Knocking at the middle door of the library wall, Rangia 
shouted: ‘Madam, Madam! 

Kshanaprava got down from the bed. She switched on the 
light. Opening the middle door she asked Rangia: ‘What has 
happened?” 

Rangia said: ‘The master is feeling restless. After touching 
his body I have found he has a high fever. He is growing restive.’ 

“You go, I'H follow you.’ 

‘Why will you go when Rangia is there to attend him?” 

‘What can he do? You go to sleep. Let me go and see what 
Dushmanta is doing.’ 

Tusharkanti wanted to reveal the contours of his heart but he 
could not do so. The words stuck in his throat. 


67 


GOPALBABU took the spectacles off his eyes and put them on 
the floor. Looking at Sanandababu he said: ‘It is not right to take 
Parashurambabu for a visionary. There is no harm if his ideology 
differs from that of ours. In fact, he is heading towards our ideal. 
The purpose of a revolution is not mere destruction. Its purpose is 
to generate eagerness and awareness among the people of a country 
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for achieving social equality. Parashuram’s personality, selflessness 
and untiring labour have brought about equality to some extent 
among the people of Bijipur and the nearby villages. He is not a 
visionary. I should rather say that Dushmanta and Tushar are 
visionaries.’ 

Sanandababu said: ‘Parashurambabu’s principles smack of 
inequality. Such principles provide scope for the growth of 
capitalism. The village is the unit according to his principle of 
cooperative socialism. All the people of the village are joint owners 
of all the arable land of the village. Their shares of the produce 
have been determined after calculating the price of the land they 
had individually owned. Consequently if one is entitled to get five 
shares, another is entitled to five hundred shares. Can we call this 
equality? This is another form of capitalism.’ 

Natabarbabu said: ‘Parashurambabu’s principles support 
provision for the primary needs of the common men from the 
collective income, may it be in the form of crop or in the form of 
money. A part of the income will be spent first for the handicapped 
and the helpless because they are the children of the village. 
Another part of the income will be spent for the sick and the 
destitutes since they are also the children of the village. Then come 
the labourers. The wage of every capable labourer who doesn't own 
any share has been determined in such a way that he can easily 
feed his family. He will work for eight hours everyday. All will 
work and get this minimum share. One will get more if he works 
for a longer period of time. One who doesn't work won't get this 
share. After making provision for food and clothing for all, 
provision will be made for education and health from the surplus 
income. Some amount will be earmarked for future developmental 
activities and the rest will be distributed among the shareholders. 
Really this plan should be given some serious thought.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘Yes, we should ponder over this plan. If the 
plan is executed, many problems of the country will be solved. The 
question of scarcity of accommodation in the Home for the Destitute, 
the Home for the Sick and the School for Universal Education wont 
arise. It won't be necessary to have these institutions in big cities.’ 
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Tushar said: ‘This plan is not feasible. It cannot be executed. 
Like Parashurambabu all the zamindars wont donate their landed 
property to the villagers. Even if they donate, all the assets of the 
village might be insufficient to provide for minimum of food and 
clothing to all. Even if those are sufficient there will be inequality 
between one village and another as it is found between one family 
and another. This will lead to conflicts, quarrels and fighting. There 
are several defects in this plan.’ 

Abanibabu said: ‘You are right. This plan cannot be executed 
in a city. Parashurambabu is crazy just like Gopalbabu. All human 
beings can never be equal. Inequality will continue to exist and it 
is also necessary.’ 

Gopalbabu shouted with anger: ‘Such words befit a person 
like you. You have become a great capitalist by the exploitation of 
seven thousand labourers. Who else other than you will praise 
inequality? 

Abanibabu laughed. He said: ‘Kindly think once for whose 
efforts blood is flowing in the veins of those seven thousand 
labourers and their family members. With your efforts you can at 
best organize a strike. But what are the consequences of a strike? 
For want of food they become anaemic. People face difficulty due 
to lack of production. You people face no difficulty because of the 
money you collect through donation. Now tell me who exploits 
the labourers? 

Gopalbabu was about to speak something. Kshanaprava came 
and invited them cordially to have dinner. She said: ‘Dinner has 
already been served on the table. The dishes might dry off. It is 9 
p.m. You may carry on with your arguments as long as you like 
after eating your dinner. Come with me.’ 

All looked at Kshanaprava. Hemangini was standing behind 
her. It was the eleventh day of Sukanti’s death. Many dignitaries 
and eminent people of the city had been invited to the ritual dinner. 
‘There was rush of motor vehicles in front of Dushmanta’s house. 
Mattresses were spread out in the hall downstairs. The gentlemen 
were sitting. Some were playing cards, chess and carom; some were 
listening to gramophone and radio. Betel, cigarettes, sherbet, tea 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


KANHU CHARAN MOHANTY 191 


and coffee were served to them. 

Both Kshanaprava and Hemangini didn't have any rest. Both 
the friends were busy entertaining the guests after entertaining 
the inmates of the Home for the Destitute, Home for the Sick and the 
students of the School for Universal Education before evening. There 
was no shortage of manpower. Everything was being done 
according to schedule. Both had become tired. 

Gopalbabu said: ‘We are discussing your father’s ideals and 
plans. Abanibabu doesn’t appreciate his plans. What is your 
opinion?” 

Kshanaprava said: ‘A worker doesn’t care for anybody's 
opinion, he moves ahead. When he stumbles and falls down, he 
rises up to consider whether he would move ahead or go back. He 
chooses his own course of action and considers the merits and 
demerits of his choice.’ 

‘What is your ideal? 

‘Ideal! I don't have any. No ideal in the world, whether it is 
capitalism, socialism or Gandhism, is new nor is it infallible. The 
dinner will get cold if you argue over ideals. Would you come now, 
please” 

‘The gentlemen got up. 

While getting up Gopalbabu held Sanandababu’s hand and 
said: ‘Did you mark Abanibabu’s demeanour? All factory-owners, 
businessmen and capitalists are arrogant. They hold the same 
opinion about the working class people. The only solution is— 

Sananda said: ‘I understand. We have to shift our sphere of 
activity from the rural areas and concentrate all our efforts in the 
city. Let there be a trial of strength? 

Holding Tusharkanti’s hand, Abanibabu was pushing his way 
through the crowd of gentlemen. He was all ears to Sananda’s words. 
He was thinking of the possibility of a strike. He would have to be 
careful from the beginning. 
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ALL work was finished by midnight. In order to take rest 
Hemangini and Kshanaprava came to the middle room in which 
Sukanti had spent her entire life and ultimately breathed her last. 
All things were lying as usual. Portraits of deceased members of 
the family were hanging on the wall. Portraits of living people 
were also there. Sukanti is no more in this world. But her name 
lives. The portrait on the wall identifies that name. Several 
memories are associated with it. 

Kshanaprava recollects all the love and affection Sukanti had 
showered on her. She remembers the words Sukanti had stammered 
just before her death. ‘When one dies one leaves everything behind, 
one carries with one only painful hopes and unfulfilled desires.’ 

The last word in her mouth was ‘Dushmant2’. She couldn't 
speak anything more she wanted to say. 

All of them—Dushmanta, Hemangini, Tushar, Kshanaprava 
and Abanibabu—have heard what she had said. Hemangini has 
deliberated a lot to elicit the meaning of the few words her mother 
had uttered. Finally she has solved the problem by telling Prava 
that her mother was very much anxious about her brother's marriage 
and that she has left the world with this unfulfilled desire. Won't 
it be fulfilled? Shall we continue to torment her sacred soul by 
denying it salvation?’ 

Hemangini has been staying at her parental home since the 
day of Sukanti’s death. She constantly keeps Kshanaprava’s 
company. She keeps a close watch on the activities and manners of 
Kshanaprava as well as Niharika. Nira is no more a child, she is a 
grown up girl. She is healthy and beautiful. Her complexion is as 
attractive as a fresh champak flower. She has a rotund and beautiful 
face. It appears as if some one has painted her eyebrows with a 
brush. She js sedate, sparing in speech and simple. She helps 
Kshanaprava in doing the household chores. 

How is Prava related to this family? After Sukanti’s death 
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she has become the owner of everything in the house. The bunches 
of keys of all trunks, boxes, iron-chests, almirahs and the storehouse 
are hanging from a corner of the loose hanging end of her sari. 
Smilingly she has spent all the money that was needed during the 
obsequies and the purification ritual. All people including relatives 
and servants are satisfied with her. 

Hemangini alone is not satisfied. She feels that she is nobody 
in this house. Prava has become the mistress of the house. She is 
merely a guest for a couple of days. Her mind started revolting. 
Why should an outsider have so much wealth at her disposal and 
exercise authority over others? Sukanti was a fool. Dushmanta is a 
still greater fool. The person who was once an object of pity has 
become all in all in this house. 

What can she do? 

Prava has glittering beauty. She has youth, knowledge and 
intelligence. She knows the art of talking and the art of smiling. 
She can show her affection ostentatiously, can develop close rapport 
with outsiders by her words, glances, appearance and manners. She 
has laid a trap to entice Dushmanta. 

Dushmanta has been trapped. Public criticism and insinuation 
cannot exorcise the spell the sorceress has cast on him. Taking 
opportunity of the helplessness of her blind husband this female 
viper, Prava has overpowered Dushmanta’s body and mind with 
the poison of her beauty. 

‘This female viper has done it! 


69 


TWELVE days passed by. 

Hemangini cast a hateful look at Kshanaprava who was 
standing in the room brightly lit by electric bulbs. She was 
instructing Nira: ‘Nira, you go to sleep. I have asked Sati to sleep 
in your room. Now you go. You have a late night.’ 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


194 THE STORM 


Hemangini talked to herself: She is a female viper! Why has 
she adorned herself? The earrings in her ears are studded with 
precious stones. She has worn a necklace studded with glittering 
precious stones, gem-studded golden bracelets and golden bangles 
in her hands. She has worn costly sari and blouse. Kshanaprava is 
beautiful. She is a paragon of beauty. For who has she adorned 
herself? 

Niharika went away. 

Turning her face towards Hemangini Kshanaprava said: 
‘Won't you change your clothes, Hema? You have a late night. 
Working hard throughout the day you have become tired. You go 
to sleep. I have a little work. Dushmanta will take his medicine. I 
had forgotten Dushmanta due to the pressure of work. His chest 
is very weak. The doctor had advised him to take medicine at 8 
p.m. I am coming.’ 

‘Can't he take medicine on his own? 

‘He won't take. By nature, he is indifferent towards his own 
suffering. He becomes worried when he sees somebody suffering. 
He would spend the night sitting beside the sickbed of another 
without sleep and forget himself. Let me go and help him.’ 

Kshanaprava went away. Hemangini stood there 
dumbfounded. She began to think: How shameless Prava is! 
Dushmanta is young and unmarried. Once he was interested to 
marry Prava. As Prava married someone else, he chose to remain a 
bachelor. People are aware of everything. How shameless 
Dushmanta is! And Prava too! How long will this playacting 
continue? 

Kshanaprava returned within ten to fifteen minutes. 

‘Didn't you change your clothes, Hema? 

‘How is brother's health?’ 

‘He is doing well, but he is reluctant to take medicine. He 
takes everything as a joke. He is a bit recalcitrant. The two friends 
had started a discussion. It seems the burden of all sorrows and 
sufferings of the world is lying on their heads. If the two are not 
separated from each other they will spend the entire night with 
arguments.’ 
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“You go to Tusharbabu. Nira will sleep with me.’ 

‘Tusharbabu has gone to sleep. He is not only blind but also 
mad. He will spend the entire night by arguing with me. You know 
the day and the night are equal for him. Problem-insects have 
built their nests in his head. Those are like hornets’ nests. Who 
can predict when would they start stinging? Getting up at midnight 
he would start his delirious talk! 

Kshanaprava laughed. Hemangini also started laughing. 

‘The two friends lay side by side in one bed. The room was 
dark. The outside of the house was also dark. It was drizzling. 
Srigundicha festival would be observed the next day. 

They could not sleep. 

Various thoughts were flowing through their minds. 

‘Are you asleep, Prava!’ 

‘I am not yet asleep, my dear. I am unable to sleep.’ 

‘Tl ask you a question. Will you mind? 

‘I don't mind anything, Hema, or else 1 wouldn't have lived 
till date. I have succeeded in making a stone of my heart.’ 

Doesn't your father write any letter to you? 

‘No.’ 

‘Why? 

‘He hates me. He didn’t enquire after me even when my poor 
family was beset with wants, sorrows and sufferings. Never have I 
begged him for help. You are the daughter of a millionaire and 
wife of a man of crores. How can you understand the dignity and 
self-respect of the poor and helpless people?’ 

‘What about your mother?” 

‘She has also never enquired after me.’ 

‘I have read in the newspapers that your father has donated 
all his property to the villagers.’ 

‘I have also read it. A man changes so much, Hema! No one 
can say why he changes, how he changes and when he changes. I 
have heard that I had a step brother born to my parents. He died 
when he was one-and-half-years old. Overcome with deep sorrow 
my stepmother went away to her father’s house. Then my father 
changed his attitude. He, a thirty-sixth generation zamindar, an 
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embodiment of aristocracy, whose self conceit ran in his blood 
forgot his high position and came to work voluntarily with common 
people. He held a sickle in his hand and pulled up the weeds in 
corn fields.’ 

‘It sounds strange.’ 

“Yes, it is strange in the eyes of the world.’ 

‘What about your mother? 

‘I have not heard about her.’ 

Hemangini kept quiet. She couldn't ask the question which 
was perturbing her mind. While trying to ask that question she 
spoke something unintentionally. She said: ‘Now Nira is old enough 
to marry. I want to tell you something about her marriage.’ 

‘Then tell me.’ 

‘If you can persuade my brother to marry— 

‘It is impossible. I cannot raise the question of marriage before 
him. And you know why I cannot do it.’ 

Hemangini was silent. Actually she didn’t know why 
Kshanaprava couldn't do it. Pausing for a moment she said: ‘I don't 
know why you cannot raise the question of marriage before him. 
Several insinuating stories have been published in magazines and 
newspapers. People suspect and mock at you. Such stories inspire 
people to tell tales either to condemn you or to praise you.’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘I know all this. The people don't know 
me. They suspect and mock at me. But 1 feel amused. You are 
Dushmantababu’s sister and my intimate friend. I feel some pain 
when you suspect and ridicule me. I don’t blame you. You look at 
our relationship with the eyes of the common people of this world. 
When Dushmanta was in love with me I had resolved not to marry 
him but to follow somebody else. And you know my resolve.’ 

‘But Prava, you had inflicted a deep psychological wound on 
him. He had decided to make you his life-partner. I know, only for 
that he didn't marry anyone else. You should have kept yourself 
away from him.’ 

I know what I should or should not have done. The person 
who had brought me here and to whose service I had devoted my 
time has left this world. I don't know why she had brought me 
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here. She has never opened her heart to me. She has tied me down 
to this family. Apart from responsibility of this house she has also 
imposed the responsibility of her foolish son, Dushmanta on me.’ 

‘In my opinion your duty is to marry him with someone and 
go away from him. Why should you stay here being an object of 
public censure and criticism? 

‘I will obey your advice Hema but 1 cannot put forth the 
marriage proposal especially with Nira before him. I know he won't 
marry. From the very day I came here I have done my duty by 
treating my blind husband and his mad friend equally. Both of 
them are my friends. I have never been partial towards one or the 
other.’ 

‘Be quiet! Are not you ashamed to tell this? 

‘Why shall 1 be ashamed?’ Dushmantababu has never cast a 
lustful glance at your friend, Prava. At times Tusharkanti in the 
capacity of a husband has made advances to me for pleasures of 
the flesh but has soon retreated. The very idea of a husband has 
generated weakness in his mind but lustful ideas can never cross 
Dushmanta’s mind! 

‘Prava, I am not a child. I have also a body of flesh and blood. 
1 have desire and excitement I am liable to commit mistakes. 1 
have the desire for motherhood. On both sides you have two young 
men, two fires blazing with bright flames. How can you dare to 
say this when you have to move between the two? Who will believe 
what you say? 

‘None will believe me Hema! You have neither the mind nor 
the qualification to believe me. I don't want to explain my conduct 
either to the world or to you and it is not necessary. If 
Dushmantababu marries and starts a family I shall shift all 
responsibility to the newcomer and be relieved of the burden. Not 
only that, if it is needed, I shall go away from this house leaving 
my blind husband into the care of his friend.’ 

‘Can you do this? 

‘What a fool you are! Don't you believe me? The person who 
had laid the burden of all this on my head is no longer alive. The 
bunch of keys, symbolic of the burden of responsibility is lying 
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under the pillow that supports my head in bed. Can you set me 
free by accepting that responsibility? Dushmanta is your brother, 
Tusharkanti is Dushmanta’s shadow, Niharika is his sister. None 
of them can get along without the other. But 1 can do it. I have 
made a stone of my heart. My duty is important for me. The path 
of my duty lies before me. This very moment 1 shall leave this 
place and go away. Can you take the responsibility from me?” 

Hemangini was startled. What does Kshanaprava mean? Does 
she speak out of excitement? Can she abandon so much 
temptation? Can she severe so many ties? Can she go away 
forgetting so much affection? No, this is mere excitement. 
Kshanaprava is intelligent. She wants to test her. Will she bear the 
burden of responsibility? But she is the wife of a man of crores. 

‘Why are you silent? Do you think I am testing you? Dont 
think like that. 1 do what I say. Hema, if you are unable to shoulder 
this responsibility who will shoulder it? You advise me to put forth 
the marriage proposal before Dushmantababu. What shall I do if 
he looks at me pathetically after hearing about the marriage 
proposal?’ 

‘Then you'll try to convince him.’ 

‘You are a fool! You are in great torment because of your 
affection towards your brother on the one hand and suspicion 
towards me on the other. You go and request your brother. He may 
comply with your request. I cannot ask him about his marriage.’ 

‘What will happen if you ask him?” 

‘The result will be disastrous.’ 

Why? 

‘Please don't ask me. My innermost thoughts cannot be 
expressed in words. I cannot reveal everything to you.’ 

Hemangini didn’t speak anything. 

Tears streamed down from Kshanaprava’s eyes. She has 
opened her mind to Hemangini. Still there is suspicion in her 
mind. It won't be removed. She is a human being having human 
feelings but she is not aware that Kshanaprava has become stony 
hearted and insensitive to those feelings. 
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ONE month passed by. 

Shravana is the month of incessant rain. It had been raining 
continuously for three days and three nights. It was still raining. 
‘The time was 10 a.m. Niharika was in a hurry to go to school. The 
teachers would teach several lessons. How would she go? The girls’ 
school bus had left. She didn’t like to travel by a town bus. If her 
sister-in-law or Dushmantababu had nowhere to go, she would 
prefer to travel by car. It would be better if the driver would take 
her in the car and drop her at school. She came to the room in the 
other side to tell her sister-in-law about it. 

She stood motionless staring at Kshanaprava. Why is she 
becoming weaker day by day? Always she is preoccupied with some 
thought. She is absent-minded and grave. Nowadays she rarely 
goes out. She wants to ask about it but her mouth doesn't open in 
her presence. What has happened to her today? There is not a 
single ornament on her body. She is not wearing any necklace round 
her neck. She is having two coloured bangles round each arm. She 
has put on an ordinary mill-made cloth. She is writing something 
attentively. 

Nira came to her. Being unable to control her grief she asked 
in a trembling voice: ‘What has happened to you, Nuau? Why 
have you removed all ornaments from your body? You are barely 
recognizable.’ 

With a smile on her lips Kshanaprava said: ‘Is it so? Your 
Nuau is always like that. The person for whose pleasure I was 
putting on the ornaments is no more here. It is a long time since 
she has left the world. I was preparing a list of all the things of this 
house. Today it has been completed. I was also preparing a list of 
the ornaments and putting them in order.’ 

‘But aunty had put all those ornaments on your body with 
her own hands. Those ornaments belong to you.’ 

‘No, Nira. Those do not belong to me. Those belong to 
somebody else. Now I feel relieved. I feel as if 1 have freed myself 
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from the coil of a cobra. Oh, I understand, you want to go to school. 
You need the car! Take it, I am not going anywhere.’ 

‘Dushmantabhai?’ 

‘Perhaps he, too, won't go out. Even if he goes how long the 
driver will take to drop you at school and come back? You go by 
car.’ 

Niharika went away. 

Holding the file containing lists of various articles 
Kshanaprava came out. She was looking grave. Working hard for 
twelve days she has prepared lists of all things. She will handover 
the lists to the person whom all those things belong. Why will she 
torment herself by bearing somebody else’s burden on her head? 

She came to the veranda from the room. Her feet didn’t move 
and hence she could not proceed. What would the members of 
the family think of her? What would be Dushmanta’s reaction? 
What answers would she give to his queries? How would she live 
in this house after handing over the responsibilities to Dushmanta? 
What would Dushmanta do after taking so much responsibility? 

Kshanaprava could not decide what she should do. She came 
back to her room, put the bunch of papers on the table and bolting 
the door from inside she began to think: ‘Why should she invite 
so much trouble? The people of the world won't understand what 
is right and what is wrong. What they would think would be treated 
as true. Hemangini herself didn't take up the responsibility. She 
herself didn't request Dushmanta to marry and be tied to family 
life.’ 

Once she asks Tusharkanti, she would do whatever she thinks 
to be right. 

She opened the door. 

The intensity of the rain has increased. Her body is shivering 
with cold. Standing on the other side of the veranda Rangia is 
looking outside and observing the rain. Kshanaprava called him. 
Timidly Rangia came to her. Through his incomprenensible glance 
he wanted to know the reason behind Kshanaprava’s transforma- 
tion. One may put questions through one’s eyes. Let there be such 
questions. She is not bound to answer anybody’s question. 
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Kshanaprava asked: ‘Where is Tusharbabu? 

Rangia replied: ‘He is in the ground floor, madam.’ 

‘Is he alone? 

‘No. The younger master is there with him.’ 

‘Who else is there?’ 

‘The clerk is sitting with his papers spread on the floor.’ 

Kshanaprava thought for a moment. Then she said: ‘Go and 
call him.’ 

Rangia hesitated and then asked if he would call both the 
elder master and the younger master. 

Kshanaprava was in a fix. From the very first day of her stay 
in this house she has never sent for Tusharkanti like this. She sends 
for both the friends during the time of breakfast, lunch and dinner. 
Dushmanta escorts Tusharkanti to the dining hall and back by 
holding his hand. How can she call him alone today? From the 
day of Sukanti’s death she has not met Tushar alone. From the day 
Hemangini went to her own house, Niharika is sharing her bed. 
After all, she is a grown-up girl. Tusharkanti is sleeping alone and 
Rangia is staying in the adjacent room. She doesn't find any 
opportunity to talk with him alone. What answer would he give 
to Rangia? 

“You told me that they are working. Don't call them. You may 


> 


go. 


Zl 


KSHANAPRAVA came back to her room. She thought that she 
could not escape from that house. She shut the door. There was 
intense grief in her heart. Her mind was disturbed and restless. 
She was feeling dizzy. What will she do? Who will guide her? 
Will she go away from this palatial prison without letting others 
know wherever her mind will lead her? Wherever she goes the 
voice of three hundred children of the Destitute Home, two hundred 
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children of the Sick Home addressing her as mother would ring in 
her ears. The children of the School for Universal Education would 
also be calling her from behind. Her legs would cease to move. 

What will she do? Won't she go? On either side of her she 
has a flame of burning fire waving to and fro. How long can she 
control herself? 

She couldn't arrive at a decision. Lying on her bed she began 
to ponder over the matter. Tears flowed down from her eyes. 

She had several thoughts in her mind. What will she do? 
How will she spend her life? The person whom she had married 
with the hope of leading a happy domestic life has, of late, 
undergone a change. A man changes within a moment if he feels 
helpless. After losing his eyes, her husband is feeling helpless. He 
has no faith in the ability of his wife. Because of his masculine in- 
born selfishness, suspicion and authoritarianism he is not 
depending on her but on his friend who has come forward to help 
him without solicitation. Several years have passed one after 
another. He has not faced wants and difficulties. Concern for his 
own family has not crossed his mind. His activities, thoughts and 
efforts are directed only towards the implementation of his ideal. 
He has no time to think of the consequences. From the very day 
she set foot on this house, she has never heard a word of love from 
her husband. She has tried to avoid his embrace because it is not 
accompanied with ecstasy born of love; it is merely an infatuation 
arising out of excitement. 

Kshanaprava is not a machine. She is a woman; she wants 
love. She is a married woman. She is not a doll. She had married 
for love and for a family of her own. She did not marry to become 
the mistress of another man’s house. She didn’t swear to abide by 
the Vedic instructions at the time of marriage. 

But in accordance with the Vedic mantras she has obeyed the 
orders of her husband. Working against her will, she has borne all 
blame and all humiliation. All her entreaties, tears and pretexts 
have been futile before Tusharkanti. He cannot live without 
Dushmanta, his friend but Kshanaprava doesn't want to be an object 


of Dushmant’s pity and live on his charity. 
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He has to choose between Dushmanta, his friend and 
Kshanaprava, his wife. 

What would she do if he prefers Dushmanta’s friendship to 
her love? 

What would be her course of action? 

Kshanaprava thought of her father. He has no pride. Kicking 
off his aristocratic life-style he has created a new precedent. For 
the welfare of all people of the village he has held the plough and 
the sickle. He has opened new avenues for the happiness and 
wellbeing of the villagers. Those avenues will solve all their 
problems. Her native place Bijipur is calling on her: ‘Come here 
my daughter, here is your field of action, you will work here! All 
things which you need—the sickle, the pen and medicine are ready. 
Come here.’ 

But the ideology being followed in the village is not right. 
Bijipur is not the only village in the country. Whatever has been 
possible there may not be possible somewhere else. All the people 
of Bijipur could become members of one family due to the self- 
sacrifice of one man. All have sacrificed self-interest to some extent. 
‘That may not be possible at another place. Her father’s field of 
action and activities will remain confined to one place. Millions of 
people in the country won't favour the new experiment. Only one 
village cannot exist as an isolated unit. The necessity for increasing 
the frontier will arise. 

How far the frontiers will be increased and who can do this? 

Maybe the plan is good but it appears impossible to execute 
the plan. Can the country adopt this plan? If the country doesn't 
adopt then there will be the same old problems: starvation, hunger, 
want of clothes, inequality, helplessness, disease, pain, 
discontentment, dissatisfaction and death! T here will be revolution, 
bloodshed, destruction, universal dissolution and new creation. 
Which alternative is good and desirable, begging for the poor the 
helpless, the destitute and the sick or grabbing for them? 

Her tears have dried up. She has abandoned the ideals she 
had cherished as a Hindu woman and as a blind man’s wife. She is 
preoccupied with the thought of her future course of action. The 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


204 THE STORM 


injustice, immoral conduct, sorrow and oppression prevailing in 
the whole world have been incarnated in her agitated mind. She 
thinks that she herself is an oppressed woman. Why should she 
become a slave of an individual or a family? What hope of happiness 
does she have? Will she succumb to the temptation of borrowed 
wealth? What will she do with borrowed wealth and authority? 
What will she do with costly.saris, gem-studded ornaments and 
luxurious soft beds in a palace? Who will appreciate her dress and 
ornaments and admire her youthful beauty? 

The blind husband! 

Tusharkanti is a parasite who lives on another's food on the 
pretext of friendship or ideology. Why should she stay in this house? 
She would go to her father. Will she share her father’s ideology 
and help him in drawing his ideological chariot on an unsure path? 
Will she stand on the platform, deliver lectures, wipe tears from 
her eyes with handkerchief and pour out sympathy for the destitute, 
the sick and the helpless people amid the clapping of hands? Will 
she collect donation from them by melting the heart of the rich or 
runaway to a distant hamlet far away from the city, where they are 
born. India is known by its hamlets. These hamlets have small 
thatched houses. The walls and floors of such houses are built 
with mud. Those houses are dark even during noon. The 
surrounding is dirty, damp and a mine of diseases. Wants, 
discomforts, grief and despair haunt these hamlets. This is the 
reality of a distant hamlet whose beauty is sung by the poet; whose 
joy the novelist dreams of, whose peace the painter imagines. 

The hamlet! 

The lily blooms in the village pond, so also the lotus. Again 
rotten weeds pollute the pond water. Wherever you look you will 
see heaps of dirt. Diseases such as malaria, smallpox and cholera 
constitute the beauty of the hamlet. Emaciated people, who are 
deprived of food and clothing move about in the dusty-roads. 
Deprivation has removed smiles from their faces, made their eyes 
sunken and ribs countable. 

Where are the joys of the hamlet? Here hungry people quarrel 
over small issues; every family is divided by conflicts, conspiracies 
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and lawsuits. Consequently the people lose everything and become 
totally ruined. 

Where is the peace of the hamlet? 

She will make the hamlet her field of action. 

The flow of her thought was interrupted. Knocking on the 
door Sati called: ‘Madam, madam.’ 

Kshanaprava rose and sat on her bed. She looked out through 
the window. It was raining heavily. The atmosphere was partially 
dark. She looked at the clock. It was not too late. The time was 12 
o'clock. 

She asked: ‘What do you want to say?” 

‘The chief accountant wants to meet you.’ 

Kshanaprava pondered for a moment. Maybe the chief 
accountant wants to apprise her about the collection of money, 
rent and revenue, lawsuits, profit and loss of the landed estate, the 
grievances of tenants, failure of crops, violent activities of unruly 
tenants, repair of embankments, digging of ponds, bidding for 
fishing rights, and several other things. She has never seen the 
landed estate nor does she know the tenants. Why should she be 
entangled in such problems? Let Dushmantababu solve his own 
problems. 

‘Tell him- 

The words stuck in her throat. Dushmantababu has never 
objected to anything. Whenever money is needed he himself would 
come to ask for it and request Kshanaprava earnestly to give him 
money. Even now there are twenty five thousand rupees in the 
iron chest. There are more than fifty thousand rupees in her account 
in the bank. Dushmanta has closed his own account and transferred 
the money to Kshanaprava’s account. Never has he consulted her 
about it. 

“What shall 1 say madam?” 

‘Tell him to meet me tomorrow. 

Sati went away. Looking outside Kshanaprava began to think: 
‘So much money at my disposal!’ 
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72 


THERE are lots of money and gems, rubies, diamonds, sapphires, 
gold and silver hoarded from several generations which an ordinary 
man cannot dream of. She herself doesn't know the value of those 
precious metals and stones. Today property worth millions of rupees 
is at her disposal. Nobody is there to ask about it. She can dispose 
of this wealth according to her will. She is the mistress of such a 
big house. She has authority over the servants and control over 
land and the landed estate. The same Kshanaprava who had sold 
her last possession, two earrings, to feed her hungry family has 
now abundant wealth and authority at her disposal. 

What does the owner of this property want? Does Dushmanta 
want her service, care and friendship? Who knows what other 
desire is hidden in his heart? Sometimes one cannot express one’s 
inner desire. One’s words get stuck in the throat and one lowers 
one’s eyes to the ground. Politeness, shame, fear and social criticism 
do not allow one to express one’s innermost feelings. 

Kshanaprava could not think of anything. Being perturbed 
she looked around. It was raining in torrents outside the window. 
Lightning was flashing and thunder was striking intermittently. 
‘The world offers happiness. One must seize the opportunity for 
happiness. Who cares for justice and injustice? When one dies all 
things lie behind. What is the significance of life, youth and beauty? 
How long will excitement, infatuation and physical thrill last? 

Really, how long will they last? 

Man's duty is to quest for happiness. Why should she give up 
what she has got? She has abundant wealth, beauty and youth. 
Can the orders of her blind husband be equated with love and joy? 
Dushmanta is grave. He is gentle and sparing in speech and speaks 
to her with all humility. Isn't that humility a form of love? 

Kshanaprava got down from bed. Her image in the huge 
mirror of the dressing table placed to one side of the wall was 
staring at her. She was half naked, healthy-looking and voluptuous. 
Kshanaprava realized that she was beautiful. But who was admiring 
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her beauty? Was it blind Tushar? 

Kshanaprava shut her eyes. She could not see the image. She 
wondered whether the blind husband might be having an obscure 
idea about her beauty. She opened her eyes. Who would enjoy her 
beauty and youth? Why should she control her passions? Who 
cares for society? For no reason she has been ridiculed and criticized 
as an adulterous woman and as Dushmanta’s mistress. 

How can she stand before Dushmanta being badly dressed 
like this? What will he think? Why should she bear resentment 
against anybody? How does she look? 

Someone knocked on the door again and called: ‘Sister, 
sister— 

She was the lady cook. She used to address her as sister. 

“Won't you serve food to the masters?’ 

‘Suni, you serve food today to the masters.’ 

Being silent for a while Suni asked: ‘Won't you eat?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘You have not taken anything since morning.’ 

‘I don't feel well.’ 

Perhaps Suni went away. She didn’t call anymore. Opening 
the middle door Kshanaprava went to the adjacent room. She 
switched on the light. The iron chests were kept in that room. 
Some wooden almirahs were also there. The ornaments were kept 
in the almirahs. All those belonged to her. She will wear any 
ornament she would like. People will be jealous of her. They will 
ridicule her at her back. Let them ridicule. Why would she listen? 
She has beauty and youth. She has all resources to make her beauty 
glittery and youth fascinating. Why should she hesitate? What 
value has sulkiness in this world? 

Kshanaprava stood in front of the dressing table. 

Who was standing in front of her? On the head there was a 
crown studded with stones of various colour, gem-studded eardrops 
were hanging from the ears. They were swinging and sparkling 
with the movement of the head. On the neck there was a diamond- 
cut gold necklace studded with precious coloured stones. The 
hanging necklace had surrounded her well-developed breasts. A 
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diamond-studded pendant was in the middle of it. She was wearing 
armlets, gold bangles of a new design and stone-studded bracelets. 
She had different types of rings in her fingers. 

Who was that woman filled with captivating beauty and the 
splendor and luster of youth? Vermilion was sparkling bright on 
her head. She had a thin line of collyrium in her eyes. The clothes 
on her body were in a state of disorder! 

‘The woman she saw was not a real woman. Actually she saw 
her own image. She is beautiful. That is why the people of the 
world respect her. They stare at her with rapt attention when she 
delivers speeches at meetings and conferences. The conference hall 
vibrates with the sound of their clapping hands. They come forward 
to give money when she begs help for the orphans of the country. 
‘They are eager to make friends with her, to listen to her and to see 
the smile on her face. They are attracted to her being infatuated by 
her abundant beauty and opulent youth. 

That is why her photographs in various poses appear in 
magazines and newspapers with captions such as: ‘Mrs. 
Kshanaprava is holding the hand of a poor kid,’ ‘Begging help for 
the sick and the helpless, ‘An Image of Compassion’, ‘Raising Hand 
against Injustice and Oppression, ‘Fire of Destruction Emerging 
from the Bright Eyes’, ‘The Very Image of the Mother’ ‘A Poor, 
Blind Orphan on Her Lap’, ‘Feeding the Leper’ and ‘Eyes 
Brimming with Tears.’ 

That is why criticism against her has been titillating: Mrs 
Kshanaprava and Rangnath, the Young Businessman — A Gentle 
Smile can bewitch a Man,’ ‘Kshanaprava and Abdul, the Businessman 
— A Cheque of two thousand rupees in their Hands,’ Even a Stone 
melts at the touch of a soft Hand — Harilal, the old Miser shaking 
Kshanaprava’s hand,’ No Inadvertent Slip but Deliberate Display 
of the Splendors of Youth — Contractor Sarat Kumar offering two 
thousand rupees with Head bowed down,’ ‘Look at the powers of 
Beauty, Youth and Modernity — Kshanaprava, the Blind man’s Wi ife 
is entering into the Car and Celibate Dushmanta is standing aside 
holding the Door open!’ 

All those are not false accusations. 
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She looked at her image. There is a smile on her lips. Her 
beauty, youth, gentle smile, sidelong glances and apparently 
unintentional carelessness wield so much power! Although she is 
living in a palace she has become a social worker and an incarnation 
of mercy. She has been able to slightly alleviate the suffering of 
the poor and the helpless. Can she do anything in a dirty far-off 
hamlet if she leaves the palace and assumes the role of a beggar? 
Nobody will care for her. If she stays away from her husband the 
people of the far-off hamlet also will look at her with suspicion. 
‘The hamlet is another form of hell and there she will lose her 
identity. 

No, this life is better. She is a patriot in the midst of abundance. 
She is moving cautiously with praise and censure as her constant 
companions. She will take advantage of her beauty, youth and 
modernity, will accept praise and kick off censure. 

What would happen if her beauty and youth fade, if she stood 
before her husband in the guise of a female beggar with tears in 
her eyes and gravity in her face? In his opinion she is merely a 
woman, a wife and nothing else. 

In that case she will lose her individuality. 


73 


ONCE again someone knocked at the door. Her thought was 
disrupted and her dream disappeared. Being frightened she moved 
away from the table. Arranging her clothes she tried to listen. She 
waited anxiously. Then she heard the words: ‘Aunty, Aunty! 

“Who is there?’ 

‘I am Arun.’ 

Kshanaprava thought for a moment. Why has Arun come 
here? Abanibabu and Hemangini have given the impression to 
everybody that the child has been spoiled. He didn't take admission 
in a college after passing matriculation examination. He didn't help 
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his father at work. Leaving home he wanders outside. Sometimes 
he would disappear and return to Cuttack after a few days. He 
associates with reactionary people, joins labour movements, 
organizes strikes and delivers speeches at meetings and conferences. 

She opened the door. 

She saw Arun standing before her. He is a handsome, healthy 
young man of eighteen or nineteen years of age. He has bright 
eyes. He is wearing a coarse mill-made cloth and a half-shirt that 
are thoroughly drenched in rain. 

Arun made obeisance to Kshanaprava. 

“Where did you come from, Arun? You are thoroughly 
drenched. Come in. You are shivering with cold? 

‘I waited for two hours in a shop expecting the rain to stop. 
As the rain didn't stop, I came running to this place.’ 

‘Did you have any urgent work? First come in and change 
your clothes.’ 

‘No, Aunty! I have a very urgent work. I have come to ask you 
for something. I got the news that the embankment of river Daya 
has been breached and several villages have been washed away in 
floodwater. Several people and a large number of cattle are not 
traceable.’ 

‘When did it happen? 

‘It happened yesterday at night. We have organized a relief 
party. Tomorrow morning we’ll proceed in four or five boats loading 
them with rice, flattened rice, clothes and blankets. ‘Tonight we 
have arranged a meeting in the town hall. We want you to preside 
over the meeting.’ 

‘People won't come to attend the meeting in this weather. 
What is the purpose of the meeting?” 

‘We need money. Whatever has been collected won't be 
sufficient for providing relief. If you appeal to the people they will 
certainly donate. In spite of this bad weather some people will 
come to attend the meeting. Besides, after we leave you will take 
up the responsibility of sending the second group of volunteers.’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘I am extremely sorry. I won't be able to 
comply with either of your requests. If you want money I am ready 
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to pay according to my ability.’ 

Arun thought for a while. Then he said: ‘We wanted your 
sympathy and consent for taking up the responsibility rather than 
money. You must be realizing the misery, helplessness and grief of 
the people.’ 

‘Wait for a while. I am coming.’ 

Kshanaprava went to the middle room. 

In about ten minutes she came out with currency notes of 
one thousand rupees in her hand. Arun by that time had left the 
place. She looked around but could not find him. She felt like 
being slapped. Being ashamed Kshanaprava came inside the house 
and shut the door. She threw the bundle of currency notes on the 
table. Sitting on the chair with hands on her head she began to 
think. 

She has spent so many days by lecturing on the platform. 
Whatever they have achieved has been possible due to Dushmanta’s 
generosity and Thsharkanti’s enthusiasm. She has only acted in 
accordance with their instruction. Abandoning the comforts of 
the mansion she has not waded through mud and debris to save 
the unfortunate from suffering, diseases and death. When Home 
Jor the Destitute and Home for the Sick were opened, the destitute 
and the sick came on their own. 

‘The recent flood must have devastated many happy families. 
Now, where would be the mother who was deriving heavenly 
pleasure by holding her baby on the lap and feeding it with milk 
from her breast? What would have happened to her baby? The 
lover who had planted a passionate kiss on his blushing beloved’s 
cheek and closed his eyes being overwhelmed by the kiss would 
have opened his eyes in the whirling currents of floodwater. Where 
is he and where is his beloved? Where is that old man who being 
apprehensive about his life after death, used to bow down at the 
altar of the deity and surrender all his sins, faults and deficiencies 
at his feet? And where is his deity? Where would be those people 
who were fighting against overwhelming odds and dreaming of a 
happy future? 

Dushmanta has money. Sitting in his palace he can publicize 
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his mental agony and heart-felt grief with the help of money. He 
will earn fame by donating money. Blind Tushar’s strength is his 
friend Dushmanta. He will sympathize from afar with the help of 
his friend, his money and inspiration. Columns of daily newspapers 
will be filled with their moving statements such as, ‘Do this,’ ‘Do 
that,’ ‘This is right,’ and ‘That is wrong.’ No mud will stick to 
anybody’s leg; no thorn will pierce anybody’s foot. No one will 
face any trouble. But what does she have? She has neither the 
rights of a wife nor those of a maidservant. 

Will she work with the desire to serve others? 

But why should she work here? In the midst of dreadful sights 
of the far-off village, in that hell-pit she can derive the pleasure of 
motherhood by holding that half-dead child on her lap and by 
giving it the warmth of her bosom. She can make friends with the 
woman who has been deprived of her husband’s loving embrace 
by wiping tears from her pale cheeks and with her deep love towards 
her. She can fructify her youthful life by serving and taking care of 
the poor and the helpless without thinking of her self. 

Why will she stay here and lead an artificial life? 


74 


THE wall clock struck. It was 3 p.m. 
Who knocked on the door again? 
Being irritated Kshanaprava rose and opened the door. 


She saw Rangia going back after leaving Tusharkanti near 
the door. 


Kshanaprava asked: ‘Did the gentlemen leave?’ 

‘Who do you mean?’ 

Kshanaprava led Tusharkanti into the room by holding his 
hand. Helping him to sit on the chair she stood in front of him 
and asked: ‘Didn’t some gentlemen come here?’ 

Tushar replied: ‘Yes, some gentlemen had come here. All of 
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them are members of the flood-committee. The embankment of 
river Daya has been breached. Arrangements are being made to 
send volunteers to the flood affected areas. They were proposing 
Dushmanta as the president of the committee. But Dushmanta 
refused the proposal?’ 

‘Is Arun a member of the committee?’ 

‘Perhaps he is a member.’ 

‘Why did Dushmanta refuse? 

‘He refused because of my advice.’ 

‘Why did you give such advice? 

‘They are all revolutionaries. It is not desirable to cooperate 
with them. Besides, division of work is necessary. Let Dushmanta 
do the work, which he has undertaken, with efficiency. Let others 
take up other responsibilities. One cannot do one’s work 
successfully if one is involved in heterogeneous activities. Anyway 
leave those things. I have come to tell you < 

‘What? 

‘You have completely stopped cooperating with us lately. 
Further accommodation is not available in the Home for the 
Destitute. Everyday several invalids are returning frustrated for not 
getting accommodation. The condition of the Home for the Sick is 
exactly the same. The school is some how being managed. What 
would be its condition in future cannot be predicted. Our savings 
have almost been exhausted. You have stopped enquiring after 
anything for about two months. You are alienating yourself from 
our ideology. We need more organization and more labour. If we 
don't build new houses many will have to return frustrated. A lot 
of money is needed for the new construction.’ 

‘And for that will I have to go to people again asking for 
donation? Is it your advice or command? Can you guess why those 
people who are reluctant to give money in spite of your earnest 
appeal give thousands of rupees? People say that I am beautiful 
and I have been maintaining my beauty to fulfill your ideal.’ 

‘Prava? 

Signs of disgust appeared on the disfigured face of the blind 
man. His lips started quivering. He frowned with hatred. It seemed 
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as if a storm of anguish was blowing in his heart. Without losing 
his patience, Tusharkanti said: ‘I cannot see my appearance but I 
can guess what happens to the pride of blooming beauty within a 
moment. Anybody can realize it by observing me and by comparing 
my present condition with that of the past.’ 

‘Only experienced people can realize it, others cannot. All 
the people of the world don’t have similar experience as you have. 
You instruct me to walk on fire but expect that I won't feel the 
heat. You want me to succeed in the mission and come back with 
thousands of rupees, which I’lI pour at your feet. You should know 
that for raising the donation I have to feign love. I have brought 
you money in exchange for amorous glances, bewitching smile, 
flattering speeches, physical touch and free movements. I have 
deceived them by evoking in them expectations of uncertain love.’ 

Tusharkanti heaved a sigh. 

Kshanaprava continued to speak. She said: ‘I cannot play-act 
any more. I cannot protect myself after entering into the fire. I 
have told this to you time and again. Lying prostrate before you I 
entreat you once again. Let us go away and liberate us from the 
prison. Holding your hand I want to go away to a far-off village. 
Conjugal life gives happiness even if a couple lives in a hut made 
of leaves. We can build a happy home in a mud walled hut in the 
midst of dirt and garbage, grinding poverty and wants. By helping 
ourselves we can get the opportunity to render real service to 
humanity.’ 

Kshanaprava lay prostrate at Tusharkanti’s feet. Tears streamed 
down from her eyes. Tusharkanti lifted her from the floor by 
holding her hand and said: ‘The same madness again! Shall we 
beg again helplessly after entrusting so many helpless people to 
worthless Dushmanta’s care? Are not the happiness and comfort 
of these great souls more desirable than the fictitious heavenly 
bliss of a couple” 

Kshanaprava moved backwards. Looking at the stern face of 
her foolish husband she said: ‘I cannot answer this question. A 
woman doesn't commit an offence by breaking her husband’s ideals 


if the husband violates the ideals of his wife.’ 
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‘What do you mean? 

‘It is very simple.’ 

‘Prava!? 

Kshanaprava was startled by his ugly thoughts and manners. 

‘Prava, I don't care if you lose your chastity, the pride of a wife 
for the sake of the destitute, the helpless and the sick. I want money. 
You will have to collect money by entering into what you call fire 
and by playacting or doing anything else. There is no harm if you 
are ruined but I cannot bear the sorrow caused by people coming 
here hoping for shelter but going back frustrated after getting a 
negative response. I am blind and also helpless like them.’ 

‘Shall I treat this as my husband’s command?” 

‘No Prava, this is not your husband’s command. This is the 
earnest request, the prayer of a helpless friend of yours.’ 

Being perturbed Kshanaprava continued to stare at her 
husband. Tears were flowing from the blind man’s eyes. All anger, 
sulkiness and the pride of being a husband had disappeared from 
his mind. He seemed to embody the suffering of all the helpless 
people of the world. Invoking her maternal feelings he was 
requesting earnestly to save their lives. 

‘Give me some time to think.’ 

Tusharkanti rose. Without speaking anything he tried to come 
out groping his way with his hand. Taking his hand Kshanaprava 
said: ‘Please sit down.’ 

‘No, I am very tired.’ 

‘Then take rest here.’ 

Releasing his hand from that of Kshanaprava he proceeded 
again by holding on to the wall. Kshanaprava walked behind him. 
Tusharkanti’s room was at the end of the veranda. Tushar entered 
that room. He lay on the bedstead. Standing near his bedstead 
Kshanaprava asked: ‘Aren't you feeling well? 

Tusharkanti said: ‘You may go. Let me take rest for a while.’ 

Kshanaprava stood for a moment and began to think. Then 
she came out slowly from the room without uttering a word. Her 
chest was heaving as she was trying to suppress her sobs. She didn't 
have the courage to cry. 
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Closing the door and lying on the bedstead she burst out 
wailing. She ruminated about the discussion she had with her 
husband. Has she committed any mistake? Did she do anything 
wrong by giving vent to her feelings? Her husband is sulking. He 
has been annoyed with her. He has been deeply wounded at heart. 


75 


KALU Samal wants to take a bit of opium in order to overcome 
his fatigue. He has the desire to take a mouthful of liquor so that 
he can have sound sleep. In that case he won't have to worry about 
anything and spend his time restlessly. Although his wife died, it 
was a matter of pride for her to die when her husband was living. 
She won and Kalu was defeated. She has gone away and given all 
responsibility of the house to Kalu. She has put a halter around his 
neck and tied him to a pole. Kalu has to do what she has told him 
to do. He cannot help doing it. 

Opening the doors, the Home for the Destitute is beckoning 
the blind, the lame, the humpbacked, and the people with bent 
arms to enter its premises, to enter voluntarily to this prison house 
built and maintained by the rich. Here one has to work, eat a 
humble meal and wear a piece of cloth. One wont be allowed to 
seek delicious food and amusement. Kalu heard the call: ‘Ye blind 
and lame people..., come here. It would have been better had he 
entered the Home for the Destitute. But he couldn't. His two grown- 
up daughters were waiting for him with eyes brimming with tears. 

Two years have passed. The rains have come again. It is dark 
everywhere even before evening. The wind is blowing hard, the 
lightning is flashing and the rains are falling in torrents. Kalu Samal 
doesn’t live in his old small dilapidated, thatched house. He is no 
more afraid that his house would collapse and the thatch would 
fall down. He has built a good house with two rooms. He has also 
built a cowshed to its side. The door opens to the veranda. 
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He has not gone out to beg. He has not wanted to steal. He 
has done everything by physical labour, with the sweat of his brow. 
Obeying Rami’s advice he has woven ropes with coir after beating 
and crushing the same, has woven coarse mats with reeds and cords, 
reared hens and goats and rolled cigar with tobacco leaves. He has 
two calves tied to the poles in his cowshed. How was all this 
possible? He has two efficient daughters. They are capable of doing 
all kinds of work. Occasionally Chandara encourages Kalu. He 
has eyes only for Hira. If Kalu gives consent to the marriage 
Chandara would marry her. Kalu hesitates because Chandara i is 
already married and he has a wife. 

One year passed. 

Kalu pondered over the marriage proposal. Chandara and Hira 
were in love with each other. A scandal about the affair has spread 
in the village. Kalu will be blamed for that. If both of them have 
agreed to marry each other why should Kalu refuse the proposal? 
He gave Hira in marriage to Chandara. Dhira, his other daughter 
is yet to marry. Once she is married he will be free from anxiety. 
For the last two years he hasn't got any chance to taste good food 
and make merry. He has not taken boiled rice as part of a good 
meal. He has lived on the scum of boiled rice, cold rice gruel, mandia 
porridge, horse gram soup and mixed leafy vegetable curry. Wearing 
a loincloth that covers his body from the waist to the middle of 
his thighs, he works hard day and night. He thinks that only for 
Dhira he has been confined in his house. 

It is not that difficult to give her in marriage to somebody. 
Several people of his village have sent marriage proposals. Dhira is 
labourious and intelligent. She is skilled in all work beginning 
from collecting dry leaves and sticks, preparing cow dung cakes, 
plucking mixed leafy vegetables to catching fish and small electric 
eels by trampling over the mud of ponds that are almost dry. She 
does all kinds of work. She grazes goats and calves and keeps 
vigilant watch over fowls. She is competent in household chores. 
She helps her father and occasionally she works as a labourer in 
her village. She would hiss at the person who tries to tease her. 
Who won't desire a daughter-in-law like her? 
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But Kalu has a different idea in his mind. If the daughter is 
married off what will happen to the house he has built with so 
much difficulty and inaugurated with the customary rituals. The 
eldest daughter doesn’t enquire after him. She lives in a far-off 
village. A scandal has spread around that by marrying an ex-convict, 
a jailbird she has also acquired the bad habit of stealing. Hira is 
living happily with Chandara. At times she comes to his house 
and does some odd jobs. Remembering her mother she weeps. 
Then she goes back to do her own domestic chores. 

She has a major grievance that Chandara has not yet divorced 
his first wife, Duli even though he has driven her out of the house 
after accusing her of gluttony and giving her a good thrashing. 
Recently Duli has given birth to a male child. Her maternal uncle 
had given her shelter and asked her to stay in the front room of his 
house. The villagers and his younger brother boycotted the old 
man socially and labeled Duli as an unchaste woman. Duli argued 
that Chandara sired the child but Chandara denied it. 

Duli’s maternal uncle died. 

With her seven-month-old son Duli came to Chandara’s 
house. 

Chandara looked at the face of the child and then at Hira’s 
face. He chased Duli away with a club in his hand. He said: ‘If you 
come to my door, I will break your head. Who has sired this child? 
1 spit on you, the vampire. From which cremation ground have 
you come here? Go away, I tell you. Take away your child with 
you... 

Tears were flowing from Duli’s eyes. With her black 
complexion and tangled hair she was looking ugly. Lying on 
Chandara’s veranda, a cute and handsome seven-month-old male 
child was playing by stretching its hands and legs. He was smiling 
happily. Duli said to Chandara: ‘Keep your son in your custody. I 
will earn my livelihood by begging or commit suicide by jumping 
into a well or a pond. I curse you. May you die a premature death?’ 

Chandara gave her a beating. Livid with rage he was running 
at the child. Hira stopped him by holding his hand. She spoke to 
Duli softly: ‘Please take away your son. You have laid your child of 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


KANHU CHARAN MOHANTY 219 


unknown paternity on the veranda!’ 

Duli took away the child from the veranda. With weeping 
eyes she cursed Hira: ‘Let your lustrous beauty be burnt into ashes. 
Even though you are a doting wife may you never see the face of a 
child of your own?” 

Tying the child on her waist Duli is going to work. She is 
earning her livelihood with the sweat of her brow. When she is 
unable to earn anything she is begging with outstretched hands. 
She has saved her own life and also saved the life of the child. She 
is blaming Hira before others for her misfortune. Hira is very much 
grieved for this. But she is happy that Chandara loves her. In fact, 
he holds her in high regard. 

Kalu is free from anxiety. 

If Kalu could get a groom for Dhira, who would stay at Kalu’s 
house, he would marry her to the groom and, leaving them there, 
he would take to the road. That could save him from family 
entanglements. How long would he control his desire? How can 
he get the pleasure, the sheer joy, one derives by taking a bit of 
opium or a draught of liquor, in the midst of domestic troubles? 
He has to work all along. If he spends the little money he has 
earned with the sweat of his brow by drinking, his family will be 
ruined. Everything will disappear in no time. 

Yes, everything will disappear. He can take to the road. He 
has also the staff for support. He will earn with the help of his 
lame leg. If he fails to do so he will make for the Home for the 
Destitute maintained by the rich people. What will Dhira do? Rami, 
visits the house at night and warns him: “Take care of my daughter, 
you brute! If you make her life miserable you will reap the 
consequences.’ 

How and whom will he give Dhira in marriage? Will he 
arrange a groom who will stay in his house? He doesn't have enough 
money at his disposal. How will he meet the expenses of the 
wedding ceremony? At least he will have to treat his neighbours 
to a feast. 

Kalu stopped dozing. Being tired after hard work, he was 
sitting on the veranda reclining against the wall and dozing. He 
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was startled, as if beaten, by the thought of Rami. He opened his 
eyes. It was raining incessantly. The atmosphere was enveloped in 
darkness. A kerosene lamp was flickering in the adjoining room. 
Half-dried cow-dung cakes were smoldering in the hearth. Smoke 
was coming out. Dhira was trying to kindle the fire by blowing air 
into the hearth. 

Kalu culled: ‘Hullo, Dhira? 

The fire in the hearth began to burn brightly. Rubbing her 
eyes Dhira came out. She asked: ‘What do you want?’ 

‘Light another kerosene lamp, my daughter. Why shall 1 sit 
idly? The mat is half woven, let me complete the work.’ 

Dhira said: ‘How much work would you do? You have been 
working since morning. You have already made eight halters for 
tying cattle by rolling and twisting jute, pounded so much coir, 
and made a rope for drawing water from the well. You have spun 
two spools of thread with the help of the spinning wheel and also 
spun three feet of a course mat. Your waist and back must be aching. 
Go papa, sleep for a while. Do you see the fierceness of the rain 
and the wind? Oh! How dark it is! Why are you sitting on the 
veranda? 

Kalu was listening to her. He said: ‘I am thinking of your 
mother. Will she allow me to sleep for a while? She has died long 
ago but she doesn't leave this house. She is coming here regularly. 
Jf I doze for a moment she would speak very harsh words that give 
me the feeling of being struck with a cane. She is as much wrathful 
after death as she was before her death. She won't allow me any 
rest.’ 

Dhira smiled secretly. She asked: ‘What does she say? 

She says: ‘Hey, will you have your food without doing any 
work? Why are you sleeping when the daughter is working? Go, 
weave mats, weave baskets, roll and twist ropes. He is instructing 
me to do many such things. When she was alive I was escaping 
from her, but where shall I go now? She will follow me wherever I 
go. 

After careful consideration Dhira said: ‘Father, it is very bad 
that this house is haunted by the spirit of a dead person. Tomorrow 
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we shall send for the exorcist and exorcise the ghost from our house. 
No more she will come to annoy you.’ 

Kalu said: ‘Let her come. She is closely following me. I will 
do whatever she exhorts me to do. She will leave me only after I 
send you to another's house by giving you in marriage. Let her 
come. You bring me a lighted kerosene lamp. Let me weave another 
three feet of mat.’ 

“You will weave after taking your meal. I'l{ cook rice. I have 
plucked a basketful of beautiful mushrooms that had sprung up 
on sand. It won't take much time to prepare the curry. I'll prepare 
the curry with the mushrooms, two drumsticks and four arums 
and by adding mustard paste and green chilly as spice. I shall go to 
pluck some green chilies from our backyard with the palm-leaf 
parasol on my head.’ 

Kalu is very fond of mushroom curry. How tasty will it be if 
a few soft spinach leaves and two pieces of salted and dried mango 
are added to the curry and the curry is seasoned well! The flavour 
of the curry will be still more attractive if two cloves of garlic and 
four green chilies are ground with mustard before it is added to 
the curry. The flavour will be such that food will go down the 
gullet without any effort. 


76 


KALU had not yet spoken his mind to his daughter. A woman 
thoroughly drenched in rain and holding a child close to her bosom 
came jumping to the veranda. The child was crying ceaselessly. 
Kalu could not recognize her in the twilight. He looked at her. 
Dhira also looked at her. The child was still crying out. The woman, 
thoroughly drenched, was standing reclining against the wall. 

In an irritated voice Dhira asked: ‘Who are you? Didn't you 
find shelter anywhere else? Failing to find shelter anywhere you 
have made this dry veranda wet. You damn cursed wretch! Why 
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don’t you suckle the child? He is deafening the ears with his cry! 

Pressing the child to her bosom the woman spoke in a harsh 
voice: ‘Will your veranda split? As my hut of dried twigs under the 
tree was blown away I rushed here with my child. Don't worry. I'l 
make for someone else’s veranda after the rain stops.’ 

‘Eh! Are you Duli? 

“Yes, I am Duli, the unfortunate one.’ 

“You have not yet died? 

‘No. Am I so fortunate to die? If I die who will suffer by 
taking responsibility of the child? Those who have been responsible 
for my sad plight will be tormented in the seven hells. They cannot 
find shelter in the three worlds — the heaven, the earth and the 
under world. They will bear the brunt of this child’s curse. I am 
not able to work as a labourer nor am 1 able to fill my belly by 
begging alms. If you have eyes you will see, if you have ears you 
will hear. Though I won't utter his name my mind is cursing him. 
Oh God- 

Dhira burst out in anger. She shouted: ‘Have you so much 
audacity to curse Chandara, my brother-in-law while standing on 
our veranda? You ill-fated woman, first, you go away from this 
place. If you don't go, you will see that I’ll break your back beating 
you with a broom.’ 

The child was sucking milk from her mother’s breast. Duli’s 
body was shivering. The cloth she was wearing was wet. She burst 
out laughing. She said: ‘Oh, you want to beat me with a broom! 
Do you think my back is soft like that of your sister? Corns have 
been formed on my back by that cursed man’s blows, kicks and 
beating with sticks. 1 had tolerated a lot and had not spoken a 
word of protest. When he drove me away I went to my uncle’s 
house. There I knew that this shameless baby was growing in my 
womb. I thought if a son would be born that brute would go to see 
his son and on seeing his face he would be kind and sympathetic 
towards me. Contrary to my expectation he spread a scandal against 
me. 

Duli kept quiet. A storm of anger was brewing in her mind. 
She felt like hurling abuses at him, but what would she gain? Would 
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she gain peace of mind? No, not even that. She won't blame Hira. 
Everybody knows that she is her co-wife. 

Dhira said: ‘Don't show off your goodness.’ 

Duli said: ‘I have been defamed. The scandal has spread 
everywhere. What shall 1 gain if I try to prove my innocence? I 
won't blame your sister. What does she know? Didn't your father 
know that Chandara had a wife? Why did he thrust his daughter 
upon my husband? First he will be afflicted by my and my child’s 
curses. Few days ago when he was begging limping along the road 
moving from village to village, I had taken pity on him and poured 
into his tucked up cloth puffed rice and balls of fried rice seasoned 
with molasses. When he entreated with all humility for money by 
stretching his hand I had brought two coins from the small metal 
container at my waist and dropped the same on his hand. Today 
the same Kalu Samal is living comfortably. But how long will he 
live like this? He has deliberately, ruined my family.’ 

Kalu was startled. He asked: ‘Did 1 ruin your family? 

Grimacing at him Duli said: ‘Who else other than you did 
it? I curse you; you won't live long in this world. You married your 
daughter with my husband, broke up my family and made me 
homeless. Chandara is overwhelmed by the lustre of your daughter's 
beauty. Let him be drowned in the sea of her beauty and die. 
Deliberately you have made my child an orphan. You must suffer 
for that. You will suffer from leprosy. Your limbs will be disfigured 
and deformed. Flies will buzz around your sores and worms will 
infest those. Wait and see. This daughter of yours will drive you 
away from home after beating you with a broom. You will wipe 
tears at the back of your hand.’ 

A broomstick was lying near. Fuming with rage Dhira lifted 
it up and thrashed Duli twice. She fulminated: ‘Are you cursing us 
standing on our veranda? Go away from here, you female beggar. 
Will you prefer to leave or be beaten?’ 

Kalu was listening to them with eyes closed. He was also 
thinking about Duli’s curse. Ah! Leprosy! His limbs would be 
disfigured and deformed. Flies would be buzzing around the sores. 
These are the torments of Hell! Let one’s enemy not suffer from 
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this terrible disease. Ah! How painful! Why should he suffer from 
this disease? Why did Chandara do this? Is there a greater sin 
than denying the paternity of one’s own child? What greater sorrow 
and humiliation can there be for womankind? Dul; is sympathetic 
but Hira is unrelenting. 

Several thoughts crossed Kalu’s mind. During adversity when 
he was begging moving from village to village he had received this 
kind of treatment from the people. During storm and rain when 
he had tried to take shelter under the eaves of somebody’s roof or 
in somebody’s cowshed he was driven out, beaten with broomsticks, 
kicked or gargled water was thrown at him. 

Kalu is lame. But he has built a house working hard day and 
night and by the sweat of his brow. He is begging no more at 
anybody’s door. And this Duli, a healthy and young woman has 
saved the life of the child bearing so much sorrow and suffering. 
She has not thrown it into the waters of a pond after strangling. 
All mothers are like this. Rami had died but her ghost is still 
following Kalu. When he shuts his eyes it appears before him and 
says: ‘Why are you sleeping? You have married Hira off, yet the 
burden of Dhira lies on your head. Wake up.’ 

It would be nice if Duli is given shelter in his house. She is a 
young lass. She can earn her daily bread by doing odd jobs. In that 
case Kalu won't be reluctant to send Dhira to another's house after 
her marriage. Let Duli stay in this house. Kalu himself has 
deliberately done wrong by giving her daughter in marriage to 
Chandara. He alone is responsible for Duli’s misery. 

Alas! Sometimes a man is unable to see the face of a male 
child even after worshipping several deities. Why should Duli’s 
child die in wilderness? Who knows how great he can become in 
future? He has suffered misery from the time of his birth. 

Holding the broomstick Dhira was shouting: ‘You, female 
beggar, leave this place or else you'll face the consequences. Go 
away from this place, go, go.’ 

She struck her thrice with the broomstick. 

Duli was laughing, the child was crying ceaselessly. 

Kalu felt as if he had been beaten with the broomstick. He 
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started shouting: ‘Stop it, stop it, what are you doing Dhira?” 

Dhira lowered her raised hand. 

Kalu said: ‘Hey, Duli don't laugh so much. If you laugh much, 
you will become mad.’ 

Rebuking him Duli said: ‘Let yogin#? prey on you. Do you 
think I would not laugh but cry? Hey, there are no more tears in 
my eyes, those have been exhausted. Now I am filled with laughter. 
Oh, cruel one, what is my offence for which I am suffering so 
much? Since I don't have God-given lustre of beauty, my husband, 
being infatuated by your daughter's looks and smile, beat me and 
drove me out of his house. I have never talked with another woman’s 
husband in a lonely evening under a tree. The man I had married 
was never attracted by my beauty. Destiny had united us only for 
this tiny child. On seeing the beauty of your daughter he forgot 
his affection for me and abandoned his own child. Won't I laugh 
but cry? 

Kalu said: ‘The child is crying ceaselessly. First, make him 
quiet. Then you may laugh and rebuke as much as you like.’ 

‘He is born to cry and I to laugh.’ 

‘The child has started screaming, hey Duli place him on my 
lap. Being drenched in rain water he may be feeling chilly. Give 
me. I have never held a male child on my lap. Eh Duli, once you 
had poured puffed rice and balls made of fried paddy with molasses 
into my tucked up cloth and appeased my hunger. Now you give 
me that child. Though, I have no hungry belly I have a hungry 
heart, it is very much hungry. I shall warm up the child by holding 
him close to my bosom. And by that I'l be happy. Duli, give me 
your child.’ 

Duli stood dumbfounded. She heard what Kalu was telling 
her. Is she dreaming? Darkness has spread all around. It is raining 
heavily. Wind is blowing hard. Lightning is flashing intermittently. 
Perhaps the world is laughing at her. Kalu Samal is also laughing 
at her. She will also laugh at others! 

Kalu Samal spoke again: ‘Won't you give your child to me? 
Eh, that woman who was suffering from leprosy had saved the 
money she had earned by begging. When she was asleep Kalu 
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Samal had stolen all his earnings and spent the same by drinking. 
If you don't give me your child I will snatch him from your bosom. 
I have abandoned drinking but I am always pining for it.’ 

With the support of a staff Kalu Samal stood up. He stood 
before Duli after jumping a step. Extending both of his hands he 
snatched the crying baby from Duli’s bosom. Kissing the baby’s 
saliva-covered face he sat down. Holding the baby on his chest 
and covering it with a shawl he said: ‘Eh Dhira, this is my liquor, it 
is sticky and cold. I like it. It will quench the thirst of my mind.’ 

Getting the desired warmth the baby calmed down. Moving 
its mouth on Kalu’s chest and covering it with saliva it groped for 
mother’s milk. 

Duli burst out crying. 

Kalu said: ‘Eh Dhira, why are you standing there? Hira has 
not gone to another’s house after marriage. She has died. Let her 
die. Didn't she know that the man she loved had a wife and a 
family? What could I do? Both of them wanted to marry. There 
was a public scandal. People advised me to marry her off and I 
agreed. Why did I ruin this young woman's family? No, no, Hira is 
not living. She is dead for me. This young woman is my Hira, my 
Duli, and my daughter. She has given me the gem of a baby. I feel 
very glad. Hey Duli, he is licking my chest. He will be the substitute 
for my liquor and opium. I wont leave him.’ 

Fearing some reaction from her father Dhira said: ‘She is the 
co-wife of my elder sister. She is a vagabond, a female beggar, an 
adulteress.’ 

Kalu Samal roared with anger: ‘Silence, silence! The baby, 
whom I have held close to my bosom, the baby who is rummaging 
my chest, is questing for good and evil, justice and injustice, self 
and the other in my heart. He is cooling and cleansing my chest 
by licking. He will devour me and I'll drink him in. His mother 
may be a vagabond and a beggar like your father but she is not an 
adulteress. The world may label her as an adulteress, Chandara 
may do it, but I won't. Duli is not your elder sister’s co-wife; she is 
your elder sister. Hira is her co-wife. Can Hira, who has never 
held such a gem close to her bosom, who does not have maternal 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


KANHU CHARAN MOHANTY 227 


feelings, be my daughter? This Duli is my daughter. 1 am her father. 
Kalu Samal, the great sinner is her father.’ 

Duli fell at Kalu’s feet like a hewed tree. Holding his feet she 
began to cry. She said: ‘No, no, no...’ 

Stroking her head with his hand Kalu said: ‘Yes, yes, you are 
my daughter. There are tears in your eyes. Tears are good, laughter 
is bad. I am your father. This house is yours. If we have to go out 
for begging, the three generations comprising myself, yourself and 
the baby who is rubbing his face on my chest will get out together.’ 

Dhira said: ‘Then you will be an outcaste.’ 

Kalu said: ‘First, you escort your sister inside by holding her 
hand. She is shivering because she has been drenched in rain. Give 
her clothes to wear. I will sort out the problem of caste.’ 

Dhira held Duli’s hands. 

The storm blew hard. Lightning flashed. Kalu shut his eyes. 


7 


PARASHURAM was lost in thought. What is the way? How can 
he persuade the people? Will his long-standing effort, self-sacrifice 
and labour be futile? Those who had more land are insisting that 
they won't work in the field. They argue that after excluding the 
share of profit earmarked for public welfare of the village in 
accordance with the agreement the share of profit they get from 
the collective produce is meager. Hence they want to take back 
their own land. The new method is not acceptable to them. The 
common men insist that there should be no discrimination since 
all the people of the village belong to one family. They say that all 
the people of the village should work, eat, wear and live happily. 
Why should there be any distribution of shares of profit? 

His policy will crumble. Bijipur has developed a lot during 
the last few years. All the land has been made fertile and arable. 
No more there is any fallow land or uncultivable land. Not even 
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land measuring a span or a foot has been left. There is no fear of 
drought anymore. A number of big wells have been dug in the 
deep low lands of the village and those have been set with bricks 
or stones. At the time of necessity water is pumped out from the 
wells and the same is used for irrigating the land. The land is being 
cultivated with tractors and by that people are saved from a lot of 
labour. Two thousand sacks of groundnut have been produced from 
the land that was covered with sand and rendered useless. 
Parashuram was dreaming of installing an oil mill for pressing out 
oil from oil seeds. 

Will such great efforts collapse? The village roads bear an 
attractive look. It has been made possible by the collective efforts 
of the people. The roads around such a big village are high. There 
are drains on both sides of the roads. Not a single drop of water 
accumulates anywhere. The village ponds have been cleaned. 
Coconut trees have been planted on the boundary ridges of the 
ponds. Two varieties of newly hatched fishes such as RoAi and 
Bhakuda’® are being reared in the ponds. The hygienic conditions 
of the village have changed for the better. Diseases such as malaria, 
smallpox and cholera have disappeared. Children are playing 
happily on the village road. 

Thread is being spun in every household with the spinning 
wheel. 

All the children of the village now study in the village school. 
No child has been excluded. Why won't they study? No more a 
seven-year-old child has to keep watch over the cattle or collect 
leaves. Irrespective of gender no one is illiterate in Bijipur. All have 
learned the skills of reading and writing by attending the night 
school. All are well informed; all are neat and clean. 

The importance of the hospital has grown. Many people are 
availing medical treatment and have learnt to use medicine. People 
have realized that they should not be afraid of diseases rather they 
should fight against the same. 

The Orphanage, the Home for the Destitute and the Home for 
the Sick are thriving. 

Everything is running smoothly. The previous production 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


KANHU CHARAN MOHANTY 229 


has increased threefold. The various stores of the village are 
being managed well. Necessary commodities have been brought 
to the stores with the money got from selling the surplus 
produce of the village. People are taking the things they need 
from the stores and records about items taken on credit are 
being maintained. 

Still there is dissatisfaction! 

Again people are becoming selfish. Maybe selfishness is an 
inherent defect of man. Even though a man is not in wants, he 
wants to acquire more and more things and is eager to hoard. All 
need to give up this weakness. For this he has to take the lead. He 
will have to abandon the little selfishness lurking within him. He 
is the biggest shareholder in the village. He will have to give away 
all his shares. He will live at par with the labourers of the village. 
He will earn his living by dint of labour. 

The rain is lashing outside. Sitting inside his house 
Parashuram is thinking deeply. A gas light is burning brightly on 
the table. Dhadia, his faithful servant is sitting leaning against the 
wall. With his eyes closed he seems to be listening to Parashuram’s 
thoughts. A heap of papers about one foot high is lying before 
Parashuram. Those included some newspapers, fortnightly and 
monthly magazines and a few letters. 

Parashuram arrived at a decision. He thought aloud. What 
will he do with so much property? He has granaries full of paddy, 
green gram, black gram, molasses, and jute besides money as surplus 
from his share of profits. He has cows, buffaloes, goats, and such a 
huge house with surrounding land and out buildings. In this village 
there is no apprehension of suffering due to starvation, no fear of 
remaining naked for want of clothes. Then what will he do with 
all these possessions? 

Dhadia, the barber stood up. He was proud that such a big 
man was seeking his advice. He said: ‘You want to know what 
you’ll do with your possessions? Madam will come back. 
Chakarababu has written that he will escort madam to this place. 
Are you asking what you'll do with your property? Those who 
were living here in luxury are staying far apart. Happiness will 
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prevail again in this house. You must be crazy to think of giving 
away your property.’ 

Parashuram stared at Dhadia’s face. Smilingly he said: ‘The 
time of luxurious living is gone Dhadia! That Dark Age has 
undergone a change. Whoever sets foot on the land of Bijipur, 
may she be your mother or sister, will work willingly. She will eat, 
drink, wear and live happily. She will have to earn her living only 
with the sweat of her brow. If it is feasible all will live in luxury. If 
one family lives happily and ten families live miserably, the sky 
will fall Dhadia and the earth will split! All families have started 
living happily, they will live happily.’ 

Dhadia said: ‘Musha’s mother has started reading The 
Bhagavat, my Lord.’ 

‘What are your achievements?” 

‘I am stumbling while reading Gopibhasa.’ 

‘Are you not ashamed of this? You will be stumbling like this, 
while your wife will become the secretary of the Spinning Wheel 
Association. Wait and see.’ 

‘She is spinning so very fine thread, my Lord,’ pulling out the 
heavy ornaments made of bell metal and brass she was wearing 
she said: ‘These are so heavy. Now she is wearing two gold bangles 
procured with her own earning. She says that now it is easier for 
her to work. Those women of our street, who were laughing at her, 
have followed her example. My Lord, women, no more, quarrel 
and shout at one another. Wherever you go you’ll hear either the 
sound of the spinning wheel or the Ramayan, the Bhagavat or 
Mathuramangal being read or recited.’ 

‘God will help us. We have got His blessings and those will 
be available in future. Our village will prosper. You'll see it Dhadia. 
What we need is unity. Forgetting our self-interest we must treat 
our village as one family and all of us as the members of this family. 
Then only we shall live happily, live with joy.’ 

Dhadia made obeisance to Parashurambabu with folded 
hands. Then he asked: ‘Do you intend to eliminate caste- 
distinction, my master? 

‘Eh Dhadia, we all belong to one caste i.e. the human caste or 
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the human race. Let there be names of castes as one’s four sons 
have four different names. All castes are great, all religions are 
great, and none of them is small. We won't have any discrimination 
among ourselves. All of us shall be united, follow greatness, live 
happily and live with joy. God will help us.’ 


78 


PARASHURAM had forgotten himself. With a cheerful mind 
he opened his eyes after closing them for a moment. He turned 
the pages of the newspaper. He saw a news item: He is Dhumaketu 
of Dhanipur. He does not care for water and wind. Mud, water and 
thorns cannot obstruct him. He is moving around with the co-workers 
of his Ashram rendering medical treatment to every patient. He is 
Proficient in diagnosing diseases and prescribing medicine. He can cure 
a patient with one dose of medicine. He eats raw vegetables after 
chewing. He can sleep anywhere in anybody's veranda. He is always 
cheerful and has a smiling face. A patient is half cured when he looks at 
his face. It seems as if all the woes and miseries of the world are loaded 
on his head. He is an ideal worker! The country needs workers like him. 

Parashuram laughed a little. He thought what would such 
workers do for the country? Why does Dhumaketu not take 
measures for preventing diseases? Diseases are caused mainly due 
to wants, deprivation, anxiety, dissatisfaction and idleness. The 
dirtiness of an individual, of his family and of his village attracts 
diseases from hell. Dhumaketu is neither a god nor a human being. 
He is the harbinger of disease and death. 

Again he looked at the newspaper. He was startled to read 
the news: ‘She is Parvati, the wife of Parashuram, the famous 
zamindar of Bijipur. She could not agree with her husband’s policy 
of destruction of society. That is why she has divorced him. She is 
exactly like Parvati, the Hindu Goddess. After losing her only child 
she has adopted several children. She has opened an orphanage at 
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Dhanipur and kept several orphans with her. Personally she takes 
care of them. She needs some female co-workers, needs help and 
sympathy from the public. Maybe, for want of resources, such an 
institution established with such high ideals will be closed down. 
It needs the help and sympathy of our country men.’ 

Parashuram burst out laughing. He said: ‘Hail to this ideal! 
Will the institution be closed down for want of money? Why will 
there be dearth of money? Can an institution run by begging? 

“What do you say, my Lord? 

‘Listen what Parvati is doing.’ 

Parashuram read the news item. 

Being happy Dhadia said: ‘What a good work has our madam 
done! My Lord, will the institution really be closed down for want 
of money? You have enough money. Please send some money for 
the institution. I myself will go there to deliver it. When the 
institution will run smoothly madam will keep it in somebody's 
charge and come here.’ 

Parashuram said: ‘Wherefrom can I get money, Dhadia? 
Whatever you see belong to you all. Who am I to give away your 
property to another person? Besides, the foundation of Parvati’s 
institution is tottering. What ever amount of money you may 
donate the institution is bound to collapse.’ 

‘But why will it collapse? 

‘Who will take care of the institution after Parvati? If man's 
attitude changes there won't be the necessity of an orphanage. 
Raghu Samal’s wife died leaving her breast-fed infant behind. 
Raghu became a rheumatic and an invalid. He is staying in a Sick 
Home. The child is being brought up by- 

‘By Seranti, the carpenter's wife,’ Dhadia said. 

‘Dhadia, in this way, one who doesn’t have a child can see a 
child at play in his own house. One who has five children can have 
six. In our village, Bijipur all men and women will be the parents 
of all the children of the village. There won't be a single orphan or 
helpless child. Let us abandon the idea of the high and the low 
from our mind. Let there be no hatred, no sneering among us. We 
shall make our village a real heaven. Emulating our example people 
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in other villages will try to convert their villages into heaven.’ 

“The people of other villages have realized this, sir. They are 
eager to do such work. But they don't know how they will proceed.’ 

‘We shall tell them how to proceed in their work.’ 

Parashuram went through a fortnightly magazine. He looked 
at a cartoon. Then he read the critical comments written below 
the cartoon: Menaka, the heavenly damsel has descended on earth! She 
has collected a lot of donation and delivered several lectures. Now she 
doesn’t set foot in the Home for the Destitute. No more she gives 
attention to the Home for the Sick. She has been relieved of all her 
duties. Her blind husband and her old colleague Natabar have shouldered 
all responsibility. Menaka is taking care of a foolish, childish young 
man. Surrendering everything before her and sitting at her feet, 
Dushmanta, the great sage is beseeching her only to cast a merciful glance 
at him. 

Parashuram’s face turned pale. Should one be criticized like 
this? He opened Kshanaprava’s letter once again. She had written: 
You are angry with me. That is why you didn't visit me even once. 
Since the death of Dushmanta’s mother I have been carrying the burden 
of a heap of wealth on my head. Again 1 have to bear the burden of so 
much of worry and humiliation. I have no time to work nor do I have 
interest to deliver lectures. Tusharkanti doesn’t listen to me. He pursues 
what he calls his ideal. My family life has been shattered. Sometimes I 
think of committing suicide, at other times I think of throwing away 
the burden of my worries and going to you. I shall ask for your “forgiveness 
and become your follower. When you will be making the boundary ridge 
of a cornfield with a spade, I, along with ten other boys and girls, will 
be weeding out grass with a sickle in my hand. Being liberated from 
this palatial prison 1 shall stand on the open field in the open air amid 
all-embracing equality. Would you kindly permit me... 2 

Two drops of tear had fallen on the letter. 

Parashuram’s eyes brimmed over with tears. 

‘What happened, my Lord? 

Parashuram read the letter to Dhadia. 

Wiping tears from his eyes Dhadia said: ‘Just now you write 
a letter to De, I will go and bring her here. My heart is aching. 
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Her image repeatedly comes to my mind. Write to her, my Lord. 
Eh, are you laughing? Won't my Dei come here? 

Parashuram said: ‘Nobody forbids her to come here. She needs 
no permission to return to her father and to her own village. She is 
still sulking and therefore she has sought my permission.’ 

‘Won't you write her a letter” 

‘Even if I don't write she will get the message, Dhadia. She 
will understand my feelings.’ 

Dhadia kept quiet. 

Parashuram opened Chakradhar’s letter. He had written: I 
am tired of writing. You yourself come and take Parvati with you. You 
know that after leaving her house she has opened an orphanage and 
that she is staying there and bringing up some orphans. Although she 
has received a lot of praise for her work some people speak ill of her. This 
damages your reputation as well as mine. 

Parashuram closed the letter and put it aside. He won't run to 
anybody. He won't forbid anybody to come to him. Al! can live 
happily if they work. They won't have to live on charity. The feeling 
of helplessness will disappear from their mind. They will gain self- 
confidence. 
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THE next day in the morning, the important persons and happy- 
go-lucky common workers of Bijipur gathered at the Panchayat 
office of the village. They had broken off their harmonious 
relationship at somebody’s instigation. Some of them were 
prepared, that day, to create uproar by picking up quarrels with 
others. Parashuram was turning over the papers. He was waiting 
anxiously to hear what they would say. 

But Parashuram was the first man to speak. He said: ‘I hear 
some have vowed to break our system today by raising objections 
against it. Let me know why you want to do it. Shall we move 
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ahead or go back? Who is deprived of what? You examine what 
was the condition of the village four years back and what has 
happened in the meantime. 

The collective produce of the village has increased threefold. 
Let us devise means to increase it further. Our condition will be 
better in proportion to the increase of production. Some of you 
have come to complain that you don’t get much as share of profit 
from the surplus after meeting the common expenses and making 
minimum provision for all. You are right but I think, if we work in 
unison conscientiously for another five years the share of profit 
will increase substantially. I hope it will be more than the previous 
income. We need patience and hard work to achieve this goal.’ 

‘But patience has a limit! 

‘Not only patience but everything has a limit. Those who 
have thought of going back to the darkness of the past by breaking 
our well-ordered system have not thought rightly. Do you want 
hundreds of families of Bijipur to suffer the pangs of hunger for 
protecting the interest of a few families? Do you want the village 
to be enveloped in the darkness of ignorance? Do you want the 
cottage industries to close down? Shall we invite again the pain 
and misery caused ~y diseases? 

‘Impossible.’ 

‘We won't invite.’ 

‘We don't want to die.’ 

‘Do you hear the howling of the devastating storm? As a 
matter fact, nobody will die. We cannot leave anyone to die. We 
need all of them. If we leave them to die the devastating storm will 
blow leading to universal dissolution. The fire of unrest, 
dissatisfaction and jealousy will burn everything to ashes. We wont 
allow whatever we have to be destroyed. All of us shall work and 
increase production. We must improve the existing system; we won't 
allow it to collapse. We shall move ahead, we wont retreat.’ 

‘How many shares do you own? 

‘I was going to tell you about it. I don't need any share. 
Whatever shares 1 had I have given away to the villagers. I have 
worked out the agreement in black and white and signed it. Not 
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only that, the shares of profit of previous years that 1 had saved; 1 
am giving away to you. From today onward, whatever properties ] 
have in my possession will belong to you. I need a spade, an axe, a 
sickle, a handful of boiled rice from the food items offered to the 
village deity and a little space in the house to live in. That is all 1 
need.’ 

Being taken aback all stared at Parashuram’s cheerful face. 
There was no reason to disbelieve him. Parashuram, an aristocratic 
zamindar of seven generations, who had grown up in the midst of 
luxury, power and pelf had donated all his property smilingly for 
the welfare of the village. Whatever he had kept for himself and 
his family he has donated voluntarily today. Today he has also 
dedicated himself to the welfare of the village. 

It was drizzling. After some time the sun peeped out from 
behind the clouds. The storm that was blowing at night has 
subsided. Nature has become motionless. It seems she is listening 
to that momentous decision with all attention. A smile has appeared 
unconsciously on her lips. Tears of joy are flowing from her eyes. 

‘The people were astounded. Nobody could utter a word. 
Those who had come to criticize and had resolved to pick up a 
quarrel have bowed their heads. The light of this great man’s bright 
eyes has removed the darkness of suspicion from their minds. 

Being excited, seventy-year-old Yunus Mian with a staff in 
his hand rushed to the front pushing through the crowd. His head 
was trembling and legs were unsteady. Dropping his staff down, 
he turned round. Pointing his finger upward he said: ‘Look here, 
he has come once again! 

People looked upward. A portrait of Mahatma Gandhi was 
hanging on the wall. Blood was oozing from his chest in two 
streams. For the welfare of mankind he has poured unending 
streams of blood into the hungry mouth of the self-seeking mob. 
He has come to symbolize the oppressed humanity. Above his 
portrait was hanging the portrait of the Buddha in meditation, on 
one side was the portrait of Jesus Christ on the Cross and on the 
other was that of a praying Mullah who was symbolic of 
Mohammad. 
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In a tremulous voice the old man said: ‘All Piras’® have come. 
There won't be anymore suffering in the world. Take away my 
share. Today I leave it in the hands of my brothers. I am so happy! 
The joy and pride of belonging to a seventeen hundred-member- 
family is much greater than belonging to a seven-member-family. 
Give me a sickle I will be buried at the place I die while weeding 
out grass from the cornfield. The entire land of Bijipur belongs to 
me and you all are my children and grand children! 

Young Sanak Sahu, the richest and biggest businessman of 
the village, who was exactly like Yama, the god of Death for the 
farmers and labourers also came forward. He was the root of all 
problems. He shouted: ‘Victory to Mahatma Gandhi? 

‘The atmosphere resounded with ‘Victory to Mahatma 
Gandhi.’ The weather became free of cloud and rain. The sun shone 
brightly in the clear sky. Removing the dreamy fog from the 
atmosphere, the unobstructed rays of the sun — the flowers of 
heaven fell incessantly like drops of blood from the great man’s 
body on earth’s bosom for the worship of the divine multitude, for 
the welfare of the humanity. 


80 


TODAY is the eighth day of the dark fortnight of the month of 
Bhadrab’, The birthday of Lord Krishna is celebrated on this day. 
This day baby Krishna born of Devaki’s womb was taken away 
from the prison where his parents were confined to her foster 
mother Yoshoda who was to rear him up. This incident had 
occurred in the ancient times but the birthday is being celebrated 
annually in every household. The clouds, the storm and the 
lightning of the preceding night have disappeared. The day is bright 
with the rays of the sun. Only patches of silvery clouds are floating 
in the Bhadrab-sky in the mild wind of the morning. 

Knee-deep water is rushing through the streets of Dhanipur 
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village because of untimely flood. Minor floods like this does not 
do harm. As far as one could see the deep, low lands were looking 
like a huge lake. Now the water has receded. The green paddy 
plants are peeping through water. 

Wading through mud and water of those deep low lands two 
men, Dhumaketu and Sahadev are moving along the green paddy 
fields. 

Sahadev is ahead of Dhumaketu. He is a strong and handsome 
young man. He has an umbrella in his hand and a medicine box 
on his shoulder. He is wearing a fleecy white Khadar cap? over 
the bobbed hair of his head. Moustach and beard have started 
appearing on his face. Dhumaketu was following him. Previously 
he was known as Debaraj. Today he is playing the role of Basudev®. 
He is holding a newborn baby pressed close to his bosom. 

Today is the eighth day of the dark fortnight of the month of 
Bhadrab, the birthday of Lord Krishna! 

Being covered with a cloth the present day Krishna is sleeping 
in Dhumaketu’s arms. Dhumaketu is wading through water. Not 
lightning but Sahadev and his staff as tall as a full-grown man are 
leading him. He is not wading through the waters of river Jamuna 
but the floodwaters that have inundated the deep low lands of 
Dhanipur. Of course, the flood waters are gradually receding. 

The village Dhanipur is visible at a distance. T he village Barilo 
is in the rearward. It is situated at a distance of two miles from 
Bijipur. It has been severely affected by cholera. Three persons 
have died of the disease, two more are suffering. The two friends 
had to stay in that village to attend the two suffering patients. It 
was night. Rain, storm and thunder were incessant. 

They returned to their lodging at midnight. It was the lower- 
primary school house situated outside the village near a wood 
overgrown with bushes. The road leading to the school passed 
through the cremation ground. The house had a thatched roof. Its 
walls were half-built. A bamboo curtain served as a door. 

They were hardly asleep when they heard the cry of a newborn 


baby, borne along by the strong wind: ‘Kuan, Kuan, Koham (Who 
am I?) 
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Both of them woke up together. 

‘Dhumaketu, what happened?” 

‘Sahadev, what happened? 

Both switched on their torches. Both looked at each other. 
They heard the cry of the infant-god from the rear of the house: 
‘Koham, Koham! (Who am I?) 

Both of them rose. 

‘They saw the infant lying under a bush. 

It was alive and it was crying. 

They focused the torches all around. Nobody was there. 
Dhumaketu lifted up the child with his hands. Sahadev ran into 
the village. People heard about the matter. They shut their doors. 
‘The night was impenetrably dark. 

Sound of wailing came out from the houses of the two cholera 
patients. 

Sahadev came back. 
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THERE is an orphanage in the village, Dhanipur. Small thatched 
houses have been built within a big compound. In the front row 
there are two halls. There is a small room adjacent to the hall in 
the eastern side. The office of the orphanage is located here. There 
is another small room to the west. One has to pass through this 
room to go to the courtyard. Around the courtyard there are several 
other rooms including the kitchen and the storehouse. Two rooms 
are lying vacant. There is a well in the courtyard. A path by the 
side of the well leads to the backyard. 

The height of the foundation is as much as the height of a 
grown-up man. 

The institution could be built up within a few days with 
Dhumaketu’s encouragement, Parvati’s finances and the efforts of 
the villagers. Here seven infants have got accommodation. Parvati 
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has employed two midwives to take care of these infants. Out of 
the seven infants four are male and three are female. Their age 
ranges between two to five years. They are both orphaned and 
helpless. Most of the infants are children of women outcast from 
society. Someone’s mother is dead; someone's mother is a fugitive. 
The mother of another is a woman fallen from society. She fed 
her infant-son for two years by begging and ultimately has left 
him voluntarily at Parvati’s orphanage. She is no more to be seen. 

Now Parvati is the mother of seven children. Leaving her 
house and forgetting the honour of her family she has adopted 
these children who are contemptible, fallen and the products of 
sin. Losing one child she has become the mother of seven children. 
She will take care of them, she will love them but she has no 
resources at her disposal to feed and educate them. The donation 
given by her husband, the money obtained by selling the ornaments 
of her body, her own savings—all have been almost used up. How 
can she feed the children and make them survive? There is only 
one milch cow. The quantity of milk has become gradually less. 
The two goats have not yet given milk. 

As the initial enthusiasm declined, the villagers stopped 
evincing interest in the work. The practice of collecting a handful 
of rice from each door was started. Now the quantity of such 
collection has dwindled. Most have stopped giving. Some have 
become critical of this institution and have made propaganda that 
such an institution is not necessary. It will adversely affect the moral 
life of society. The population of the country won't decrease and it 
won't suffer hell if a few infants die and mingle with the earth. If 
the moral life of a country is affected, disorder will prevail in society. 

Some have started speaking and making propaganda against 
her. They ask: ‘What ideals would a woman preach to other women 
when she has left her husband and her husband has abandoned 
her? Whatever sacrifice she may make, whatever beneficial activities 
she may do for others, her own action has lowered and will continue 
to lower her dignity in the eyes of the world. She herself is a living 
example of indiscipline? 


Her brother, who had spoiled her life by marrying her with 
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Parashuram, also doesn't approve of her actions particularly her 
friendship with Dhumaketu. The same Dhumaketu who had come 
to see the patient as a doctor encouraged her to learn about 
homeopathic treatment. Being instigated by him she has left her 
house, built the orphanage and is staying there. Her brother is not 
habituated in casting aspersions on anybody still he thinks that 
the people of the world are not sages or hermits. Youth and beauty, 
loneliness, freedom and, moreover, friendship lead a person to the 
path of evil. That is why he wants Parvati to go back to Bijipur. 
She can do there whatever she wants to do. 

Her sister-in-law, Sumati also wants and speaks the same 
thing. Jokingly she speaks words, which hurt her deeply. She is 
affection incarnate. She wants Parvati to stay indoors and do there 
whatever she likes to do, but others should take care of the orphans. 
She does not object to her visit to others’ houses at odd hours and 
attending on girls or prescribing medicine to them. Further, she 
wants her son to accompany Parvati and learn something about 
homeopathic medicine. 

Parvati is aware of everything and she listens to everything. 
But she does not back out of her work. Dhumaketu is the ideal 
before her. 

Dhumaketu has advised her, taught her and inspired her to 
serve the patients. Irrespective of day and night he would rush in 
whenever he is sent for. When somebody approaches him he would 
rise and sit, hear everything patiently, render necessary advice and 
prescribe medicine for the disease. If he is called on he would 
accompany the caller to see the patient. 

Dhumaketu is a god! He is all smiles, his glance is captivating 
and words are heart-winning. He has neither fear nor hesitation. 
He does not care for criticism. He is the child of nature and lives 
in harmony with nature. Parvati knows what stuff Dhumaketu is 
made of. At the lonely hour of night she loses control over herself, 
and she feels passionate. Her blood is stirred and her eyes are 
intoxicated with desire. She longs for the pleasures of the flesh. 
She pines for becoming a mother and her tremulous hands seem 
to be restless for embracing somebody. 
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She recalls an incident that had occurred one night. At that 
time he was called Devaraj3* and Parvati was the rich zamindar’s 
wife. She resembled Urvashi, the courtesan-dancer in Indra’s 
Heaven. Now he is known as Dhumaketu. Parvati has become an 
ordinary woman, a mere social worker. She has lost her youthful 
desire and the beauty and bloom of youth. Closing her eyes Parvati 
searches for her self within her but she fails. When she opens her 
eyes she feels the absence of Dhumaketu. 

She has a conflict within herself between desire and duty. 

But her duty overcomes her desire. 

How will she manage the orphanage? No one is giving alms 
or donation. No one listens to the appeals made through 
newspapers and magazines. Is her work reprehensible and 
unnecessary? She has given shelter to seven children. She washes 
their bodies, feeds them and clothes them. Even a hardhearted 
man looks at them in amazement and smiles at them. Are these 
children the unnecessary dirt of society? Don't they deserve people’s 
kindness and sympathy? What will happen to these infants that 
are as delicate as flowers? 

At daybreak the seven children surround her addressing her 
as mother. Someone sits on her lap, someone climbs on her back, 
someone climbs to sit on her shoulder and one sulks after getting 
angry with her and another starts crying. 

She kisses someone on the cheeks, strokes someone’s back, 
holds someone close to her bosom. One searches for milk at her 
breast and the other hides his/her face with one corner of her sari. 
Now she is the mother of seven children. Will she lose such great 
happiness? 

She had written a letter anxiously to her husband: ‘I am not 
writing to you exercising my right as a wife. I appeal to your better 
self and beg some financial help with folded hands to feed my 
seven children. This is the first and last entreaty of my life.’ 

There was no response to her letter. She thought her husband 
to be extremely selfish. 

How can she manage the orphanage? 

Parvati was asleep. The light of dawn had not broken her 
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intermittent sleep of the previous night. She was dreaming that 
the orphanage was collapsing in the storm. Being pressed by the 
collapsed mud-built wall seven children were screaming piteously. 
There were rains, winds, thunder and lightning. An anxious and 
unnerved Parvati was shouting. Nobody was coming forward. All 
were enjoying the scene from a distance with clapping of hands. 

After a while two young men rushed in from afar. Dhumaketu 
was in the front. Sahadev was following him closely. 
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PARVATT’S sleep was broken so also her dream. Her body was 
trembling. Her eyes were wet with tears. The seven children were 
having sound sleep. There was neither a storm nor any rain. She 
thought that she had only a nightmare. 

Somebody called from outside. 

‘Parvati!’ 

‘Is it Dhumaketu” 

Parvati woke up. She heard the cry of an infant: Kuan, kuan. 
She opened the door. Two young men smeared with mud and 
drenched in water entered the room. They were looking tired and 
pale. 

Dhumaketu looked at Parvati. Her clothes were dirty, her 
hair was dishevelled, body was weak and face was grave. Her eyes 
were brimming with tears. She had a gold necklace on her neck, 
one bangle on each hand and two earrings in her ears. Of late, the 
wife of the zamindar of Bijipur has become mother of seven 
orphaned children. She is an embodiment of the ideal Mother. 

Dhumaketu gave the crying infant to Parvati’s hands. With a 
smiling face Parvati held the baby close to her bosom. She uttered 
some words: ‘How shall I save your infant? Its hunger wont be 
appeased with homeopathic medicine.’ 

Sahadev asked: ‘Why do you say so?’ 
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Parvati said: ‘I don't have a single paisa in my hand. People 
are reluctant to help.’ 

Her words stuck in her throat. She looked at Dhumaketu’s 
smiling eyes. He was staring at the necklace hanging in her neck. 
His-eyes seemed to say: ‘Still there are resources. Those are not 
exhausted. The value of a gold necklace is quite insignificant 
compared to the lives of the infants. A womans beauty is enhanced 
not by the necklace worn round her neck but by the infant on her 
lap.’ 

Parvati said: ‘I am holding the infant on my lap. How piteously 
it is crying! Unfasten quickly the necklace hanging on my neck. 
By selling it we can meet the expenses of eight children for a few 
days.’ 

Dhumaketu did not hesitate even for a moment. With his 
own hand he unfastened the necklace from Parvati’s neck. Handing 
it over to Sahadev he said: ‘Today I have broken my principle, 
Sahadev. I had vowed not to touch gold and silver. No more I can 
stay here. I have to go to a far-off place.’ 

Dhumaketu went away. 
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THE cry of the new infant created a great sensation in Dhanipur. 
Groups of men and women ran to see the infant. All were eager to 
know wherefrom Parvati got the baby. ‘From the sky’ was the brief 
reply Parvati gave to everybody. Today she is overwhelmed with 
joy. She has got the gem of a baby who is just like Krishna. 
Moreover, today is Janmastami. 

There is no rain. There are no clouds in the sky. The red sun 
is ascending from the horizon to the summit of the sky. The day is 
smiling. Parvati is silently repeating to herself: ‘Today I have broken 
my principle.’ 

The few words he had uttered have given her pleasure. It 
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seemed the pleasure she got was the fruit of all her untiring efforts 
and labour. She felt as if Dhumaketu had put a garland of victory 
studded with pearls and gems around her neck with his own hands 
in lieu of the gold necklace. 

Sumati arrived late. To her eyes the infant was very cute. It 
was fleecy white like a lily. It had deep black hair on its head. Its 
eyebrows seemed to have been painted with a brush and the small 
eyes were as black as bumble bees. Its feet and palms were looking 
like lotus petals. 

‘To what caste does this child belong, Para?’ 

‘He belongs to the human caste (the human race), my sister- 
in-law!’ | 

‘No, I want to know whose baby is it.’ 

‘It is the baby of the woman on whose lap you find it.’ 

“You are a trickster! Why don't you say whose baby is it?’ 

‘But I have told you.’ 

‘For God’s sake, tell me wherefrom did it come?” 

‘Believe me, my sister-in-law. It fell from heaven.’ 

Sumati went back with her face flushed with anger. 
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AT noon Parvati received some money sent through four money 
orders. Melted with pity strangers from far-off places have sent 
only ten to fifteen rupees each for the orphanage. 

She also received an insured cover. There were currency notes 
worth one thousand rupees inside the cover. The sender was 
Kshanaprava. There was a small letter. Kshanaprava had written: 
Mummy, I am sending a little amount of money. I am sending this for 
the use of those gods you have enshrined in the temple you have built. 
When 1 recollect the past 1 feel anguish in my heart and I feel like crying. 
I have never committed any offence against you. You'll forgive me if I 
have ever hurt you unconsciously. On my head I am carrying the load 
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of a mountain of wealth, which I had never sought. I am not able to 
bear the burden nor am I able to get rid of it. I am that unfortunate 
daughter of yours, for whom all things—happiness and joy, the good 
and the bad—are equal. You have given shelter to so many orphaned 
and helpless babies on your lap. I am your helpless daughter. May I 
entreat you for shelter on your lap? 

She read the letter again and again but could not understand 
its contents completely. She recollected the past incidents. Her 
eyes brimmed with tears. Prava’s indistinct figure and her agonized, 
pale face appeared before her eyes. Might be, she was unjust towards 
her but it’s of no use crying over spilt milk. However, God has 
been kind towards her. There won't be dearth of money. She has to 
discharge a great responsibility. She has to muster courage and 
move ahead bearing the burden of responsibility on her head. 

Will she reply to her letter? What will she write? With tears 
flowing from her eyes, she vented the anguish of her heart by 
writing a letter with her trembling hand: I had utterly neglected you, 
my daughter and for that I lost my baby-son, the gem of all my hopes 
and expectations. It was not your curse but my own action, which led to 
my undoing. The rope of my evil deed, which I had strengthened by 
careful twisting, got transformed into a deadly poisonous snake and 
stung me. I won't be contented even if 1 attend to your importunities for 
seven lives to come. May God make you happy and may you live like a 
queen. Let the sorrows and sufferings of hundreds of helpless, destitute, 
sick and hungry people be removed with your heart-felt sympathy and 
pPysical efforts. I have lost one gem but 1 have decided to collect gems 
from outside, to string several garlands with them and hang the same 
on my chest. Even if 1 do that will the agony of my heart be alleviated? 
Maybe, I will close my eyes with contentment if I hold you close to my 
bosom. For my satisfaction why will you come down from the throne of 
a queen, deprive hundreds of helpless children motherly affection and be 
deprived of the opportunity to serve at the feet of your godly husband? 
No, my daughter let me suffer torments, you live happily, and you live 
in joy. 

She sent the letter to the post office. Holding the bundle of 
currency notes in her hand she shut the door, went happily to the 
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next room, kept the money in a trunk and locked it. Coming to 
another room she saw the children sleeping on their respective 
cots. The midwife was dozing sitting beside the youngest child. 
She is an old woman who doesn't have anybody to take care of her. 
She is a destitute woman. Throwing away her begging bowl she 
has taken shelter here. The other midwife is a bauran#® of the 
village. She comes to the orphanage twice daily, once in the morning 
and once in the evening, does her work and goes away. She has 
gone to the post office for posting the letter. She is a good woman. 
She cooks the meals. Parvati helps her in cooking. The cowherd 
boy comes regularly. He takes care of the two goats. 

Bending down Parvati looked at the tiny infant’s face. It was 
sleeping peacefully. How cruel is that mother who has given birth 
to it? What offence did that infant commit? Why did the mother 
want the baby to die? Will it really survive? Will it grow into an 
adult human being and be one among others in society? 

‘I have posted the letter, madam.’ 

Parvati rose. The midwife’s words touched her heart. She is 
the stepmother of Kshanaprava who is of equal age with her. It 
seemed to her that she has grown old. She is Prava’s mother. Her 
hair has turned gray like those of the two old midwives. Her skin 
is wrinkled, eyes sunken and affected by cataract, and teeth loosened 
from the gums. Her blood has become cold and heart has become 
stony. 

The one-day-old baby is sleeping on a small cot. 

While she was thinking of the baby the image of a strong 
and handsome young man appeared before her eyes. His glance is 
captivating, smile bewitching and gravity is blood stirring. He is 
Debaraj alias Dhumaketu who has given a baby on her lap, whose 
enthusiasm and ideal have alienated Parvati from her husband as 
well as her brother and given her the resoluteness to be daring in 
her efforts. Becoming Kshanaprava’s mother and resembling an 
old lady she cannot stand beside him. 

Parvati looked at the midwife helplessly. She has already 
posted the letter; there is no way to bring it back. 
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THE man she wants to meet is not to be seen. Days have passed 
by one after another. Now it is a month since she last saw him. 

Where is Dhumaketu? The orphanage is running smoothly. 
At times it is receiving funds from foreign countries. News items 
in praise of this institution have been published in newspapers. 
Gradually the people of the village are coming forward to take 
care of it. Some are still heaping blame and criticism. Parvati is 
not paying heed to their words. Day and night she is busy taking 
care of the children. 

Sahadev visits the orphanage but Dhumaketu is not to be 
seen. Even Sahadev doesn’t know his whereabouts. When Parvati 
asks about Dhumaketu’s whereabouts Sahadev expresses his 
ignorance. 

Parvati longs to see him. She hopes that he would come back. 
Holding the one-month-old infant close to hr bosom she kisses 
it. Then she shuts her eyes with immense satisfaction. 


86 


SHE has come out of hell. The Home for the Sick is a different 
form of hell. A huge compound wall encloses that large area. The 
doors are big. There are rows of spacious buildings separated by 
small compound walls. The buildings stand apart from each other. 
The lepers are housed in one block and the T.B. patients in another. 
Between these two blocks there are three more separate blocks 
standing apart from one another. The general invalid patients are 
accommodated in one block. It is meant for only male patients. 
The female block is adjacent to it. At some distance the staff 
quarters are situated in a corner. The hospital is situated in front 
of the staff quarters. It is a huge two-storeyed building. 
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All kinds of provision have been made. There is provision for 
electric light, water taps and gardens with flowerbeds. To whichever 
block one may enter, one will find pleasure by looking at the green 
leaves, green grass, varieties of flowers of many different hues and 
be cheerful by the odour of sweet smelling flowers. High above in 
the blue expanses of the sky clouds of different shapes and hues 
float about hiding and showing the cheerful and bright face of the 
sun which is the eye of the world. On the other side of river 
Mahanadi the thin lines of smoke that rise to the sky from 
numerous chimneys move in curves expanding their volumes. 
Finally all the streams of smoke mingle to form a mass just like 
the waters of Mahanadi and the currency notes of the Reserve 
Bank. 

Is it the heaven on earth? 

When one looks down one’s head reels. One cannot believe 
one’s eyes. One’s words are stuck in the mouth. T he smile disappears 
from red lips, the chest heaves and one forgets one’s situation. The 
pride of beauty, the excitement of youth, the arrogance of riches 
and power disappear for a moment from one’s restless, haughty 
mind. One bows down one’s head. One doesn’t muster courage to 
ask about those people’s antecedents. The feeling comes that all of 
them are equal, all are sick and all of them are being tortured in 
hell. 

This woman is suffering in hell. Her limbs have been 
deformed. The wounds in her body are red. Flies are buzzing around 
the wounds. Her face is repulsive. Maybe, once she was an extremely 
beautiful woman. Being attracted by her side-glance, not swarms 
of flies but people in large numbers were rushing towards her. 

That man is suffering from gout. He is restless with pain. He 
is also a leper. His nose is deformed; his teeth inside the mouth are 
visible from outside. Once upon a time he was a rich man. 

There is another patient. His limbs are emaciated. One can 
count the ribs on his chest. He is coughing and vomiting blood 
profusely. He was a social worker and a leader of the people. Many 
people gathered to listen to his lectures. 

People are coming here not one by one but in groups. Suffering 
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the torments of hell in this man-made paradise they are returning 
to the void. The bodies of those mortals, who were blessed with 
rare human life, have been buried under the earth. 

It seemed to Kshanaprava as if those deprived people were 
moving around her. They were soliciting her help. Someone was 
telling: ‘Please give me a blanket. How long shall 1 manage with 
one piece of cloth?’ Someone else said: ‘You have earned virtue by 
offering us sweets only once but we are not satisfied.’ Others were 
pestering her with several demands: ‘We need medicine, good 
doctors, good food, and the type of food that has made you healthy 
and handsome. Give us today because today is Janmastami, an 
auspicious day. We are needy; you give us and satisfy our needs.’ 

Kshanaprava was perturbed. Around her the creatures of hell 
were shouting with pain. They were contemptuous of the pride of 
beauty, youth and riches. 

It seemed she saw another patient whose limbs were deformed 
and face was disfigured. She had no eyes, ears and nose. Worms 
have eaten the flesh of her voluptuous body. The ribs on her chest 
can be counted. She is vomiting blood intermittently. The blood is 
colouring her pale lips before falling on the floor. She heard a 
voice that told him to look in another direction. 

Kshanaprava looked around. The room was empty. By ticking 
away the minutes the wall clock was indicating the movement of 
time. It was ten minutes to five. She saw her image reflected in the 
mirror. Her beauty resembling that of Menaka, the heavenly damsel 
was dazzling. She was wearing a costly sari and precious ornaments. 
What for was she wearing all these? She raised her hand to unclasp 
the necklace from her neck. 

She hesitated to do it. Some words she had heard a few days 
ago rang in her ears. A handicapped friend had entreated her: ‘You 
will have to collect donation even at the cost of your pride of being 
a wife and your self-esteem.’ She has to do that. She will collect a 
lot of donation and bring comfort to those creatures of hell. Nectar 
will rain in hell. She may lose her wifely pride and self esteem. 
‘There is no harm. 


She began to cry piteously by covering her face with both of 
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her hands. Let her wifely pride be shattered, let her be ruined! She 
will have to collect the money from the rich by melting their hearts 
with the help of her glittering beauty and stimulating youth. 

‘Nuau! 

Niharika was calling her from behind. 

Kshanaprava removed her hands from her face, turned aside 
and looked at her. 

With her face turned pale Niharika asked: ‘Why are you 
crying? 

Kshanaprava lost her composure. Rising from the chair she 
hugged Niharika. She kissed Niharika’s youthful cheeks, shed two 
drops of tears and closed her eyes. She felt contented. Although 
lover Tusharkanti has retreated to some dark corner of her heart 
she is embracing Niharika, the object of her affection, the replica 
of young Tusharkanti of the past and one who is made of the same 
flesh and blood. 

She will have to bid farewell to contentment. 

Her pride of being a wife will be shattered. She will be 
polluted, she will be ruined. Let the holy stream of love and 
affection flow from her heart before she goes up to break up the 
mountain of riches! Let it flow and be exhausted. Let the fire burn 
and the storm blow inside her heart. She will walk in the midst of 
flames of burning fire and burn herself. She will ignite the fire of 
passion and move the mountain of wealth. Due to her efforts nectar 
will rain on hell. She will try her level best to remove the sorrows 
and sufferings of the sick, the helpless, the restless and the anxious 
crowds of human beings. 


87 


‘NUAUP How much agony and anxiety did the call reveal! 
Kshanaprava released Niharika from her embrace. 


‘For my sake, tell me why you are crying.’ 
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A faint smile appeared on Kshanaprava’s lips. She said: ‘I won't 
cry anymore. Henceforward I'll only laugh and make others laugh. 
My mind tells me that the world will also laugh. After exhausting 
all laughter 1 will be drowned in the ocean of tears for all time to 
come.’ 

“Today is Janmastami, Nuau! A good film is being shown at 
the local cinema. Sister Hema is calling you over phone.’ 

‘Is Hema calling me? Let me go.’ 

Kshanaprava went to another room. The telephone was kept 
on one side. She held the receiver. 

She heard from the other side: ‘Would you come to see the 
film? I have sent a person to reserve two seats for us. Would you 
like to come to me or would I go to you? 

“Today I cannot go Hema. I have yet to do a lot of work.’ 

‘Everyday you are doing a lot of work. Nothing will be spoiled 
if you enjoy yourself for a day. Today Manu Das’s famous film 
‘Kaya O May2’ (Kaya and Maya) has been released. Rashmi and 
Tapas, two famous actors have played the roles of the heroine and 
the hero respectively. There will be heavy rush since the film is. 
new. I have made prior arrangements for reservation of seats. Some 
of our friends are going to visit the film. Won't you come?” 

‘Please excuse me, Hema, my good sister. A special meeting 
of the managing committee of the Home for the Sick is being held 
at 8.p.m. in Azim Mian’s house. All the members will attend the 
meeting. The work is urgent. If 1 don’t attend’ 

‘What will happen? Will the work be stopped? 

‘It’s not that, but several complicated problems will be sorted 
out today. It is essential that I attend the meeting. Is Abanibabu at 
home?” 

‘No. He is not at home.’ 

‘Would you kindly let me know where he would be available?’ 

She was disconnected. There was no reply. Maybe Hema went 
away getting annoyed with her. 

Never before, Hema had shown her affection for Kshanaprava. 
Why is she full of affection for her today? She might be having 


some evil design behind her invitation to see the film. She is 
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extending invitation after reserving seats in the cinema hall. 
Hemangini is great! She is burning with suspicion and envy. It is 
she who has spread scandals against her. Why does she pretend 
and play hide and seek with one who has learnt to live with so 
many scandals? 

Kshanaprava smiled. She telephoned to Natabarbabu: ‘Who 
is speaking? Is it Natabarbabu” 

“Yes, it’s 1, Prava.’ 

“You come with all the papers before the commencement of 
the meeting. I shall reach on time. Thank you. Bye? 

Kshanaprava replaced the receiver. She went to Dushmanta’s 
drawing room. She didn’t have any fear or shame. She was thinking 
of removing all the wants of the Home for the Sick. 


88 


DUSHMANTA is sitting alone. A few letters, newspapers and 
magazines are lying scattered on the table. He is reading a letter 
attentively. He is looking grave. 

On Kshanaprava’s arrival a momentary feeling of wonder 
floated through his mind like a patch of cloud floating across the 
sky. In spite of the long intimacy she never comes to him untimely 
or unexpectedly. Casting a glance at her he could realize that a 
storm was blowing in Kshanaprava’s mind. 

He requested her to sit down. 

Without waiting for his request Kshanaprava sat on a chair 
beside him. She asked: ‘Are you going to attend the meeting of the 
managing committee of the Home for the Sick?’ 

‘I am not a member of the committee,’ Dushmanta replied. 

I know it, but it would be better if you attend the meeting. 
Look at the present condition of those people. Do you think it is 
better than their previous condition when they were roaming about 
in the streets? Their sorrows and sufferings cannot be eased if they 
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are made to live in a big house with provision for electric light, 
electric fans and a little amount of food. It won't be of any use to 
keep them inside a jail if we cannot provide them with proper 
medical treatment, nourishing food and medicine etc.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘Possibly the diseases won't spread.’ 

‘Why would they bother about it? If society wants to keep 
them apart from others lest they would spread diseases, it has to 
make sacrifices for the welfare of both. From a rough estimate it 
appears that a further amount of five lakh rupees will be needed to 
do something permanently for them. If we appeal through 
newspapers and magazines some may throw away some money 
like throwing brinjals to the bonfire on the full moon day of 
Magha’, but that won't be sufficient. We have to make an organized 
effort. A decision in this regard will be taken today. It will be better 
if you go there even if you are not a member.’ 

Dushmanta gazed at her steadfastly. He was watching her 
beautiful and bright face. Compassion tinged with pain was 
flowing from her heart through her utterances. Dushmanta was 
listening to her but he was not attentive. His mind was restless. 
His thoughts were wandering back to the past. Anxiously he was 
trying to open the closed door of his dead past which he had 
been guarding closely. 

But why was he doing that? This is the same Prava who, 
forgetting her own comforts, had attended him day and night 
sitting beside his sick bed. She had lifted him with her own hands 
reclining his body against her own and laid him on bed without 
any hesitation. She had smiled at him while talking with him, 
brought about a smile on his lips and stroked his body with her 
hand. At times when the fire of passion has aroused his body of 
flesh and blood and mind enveloped by dark clouds of desire his 
restless and hungry eyes have cast covetous glances at this angelic 
figure. Being worried about his health, the beautiful woman would 
come to him and break the silence of the quiet night with her 
sweet words: ‘Would you like to take a little milk? Are you feeling 
restless? Are you unable to sleep? Being perturbed she would come 
running to him with her opulent disorderly beauty. This woman 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


KANHU CHARAN MOHANTY 255 


appeared to him as the burning fire of purity. She would sit beside 
him; bending down, she would place her hand on his head and 
speak softly: ‘Close your eyes, and try to sleep. I am sitting beside 
you. 

His eyes would close automatically extinguishing the fire of 
passion. The cloud of desire would disappear from his mind. His 
heart would become cheerful. But why does he feel restless today? 
Kshanaprava is sitting in front of him. It seems she has been made 
anew with a different stuff. Her words are devoid of sweetness, the 
burning glow of purity is no more seen in her eyes and something 
is missing in her gestures. Mere youth and beauty and the charm 
of extreme caution are unable to restrain the impure thoughts in 
his mind. 

‘What are you thinking of? 

Dushmanta was startled. He had an artificial smile on his 
lips. He said: ‘I had forgotten to tell you whether I would attend 
the meeting or not. Haribabu and Madhubabu will come from 
Baleswar by train and reach here in the evening. An urgent meeting 
will be held tomorrow to discuss the problems relating to 
Singhbhum. It won't be convenient if I go to attend your meeting. 
Let Tushar go there.’ 

Kshanaprava listened to him silently. Many a thought crossed 
her mind. She noticed strange changes in Dushmanta’s conduct, 
words and manners. She said to Dushmanta: ‘Perhaps he is busy. 
Let others not go. I'll go alone. But I have come to ask you 
something. A lot of money will be raised as donation. People will 
want to know the amount of money Dushmantababu would 
donate.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘For this I need not go there. On my behalf 
you promise any amount which you deem to be proper.’ 

Kshanaprava was quiet. She felt ashamed. It is true. She has 
never felt the need to consult Dushmanta about money matters. 
Never has he managed the finances of the house. He is unable to 
follow the intricacies of finance. Kshanaprava has done all that. 
She will have to do all this as long as she stays here. But why 
should she suffer by carrying the burden of another's responsibility 
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on her head? Let Dushmanta bear the burden of his responsibility, 
let him marry and then she will be free. 

Will she ask him about his marriage, request him to marry? 
Can she melt his stony heart? Will she tell him today what she 
had promised before Hema? Is it the opportune moment? 

Kshanaprava thought over the matter. Both of them were 
silent. The ticking of the clock was breaking the silence of the 
room. It was not yet evening. The light outside had become pale. 
An army of clouds was visible in the sky. Today is Harijanma. There 
are festivities in Nanda’s house. Will she tell him? 

Kshanaprava raised her eyes. Dushmanta was staring at her. 
He returned his gaze towards the table. They didn’t give each 
other the glad eye but exchanged glances only for a moment with 
the speed of lightning. Kshanaprava’s body was stimulated as if 
by electricity. Her entire body shuddered. Her mind was 
electrified. Words stuck at her quivering lips. She lost her power 
of thinking. 


89 


DUSHMANTA began to speak. His voice was unsteady. He said: 
‘Chandrakala Devi has written me a letter.’ 

Kshanaprava didn't want to know who Chandrakala was. 
Keeping her mental agony under control she asked: ‘Why has she 
written a letter? 

‘You read the letter. She has solicited help for a Destitute 
Women’s Home.’ 

He handed over the letter to her. 

Kshanaprava read it silently. Pritipur is a small village located 
in this far-off rural area. All the inhabitants of this village are poor. 
The village doesn’t draw your attention as if is situated in a distant 

place. You could do such good work in the country but this small 
institution of mine is going to collapse for want of money. Nobody takes 
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any notice of it. My appeal through newspapers has proved to be a cry 
in the wilderness. 

Kindiy come once to see the Pitiable condition of these destitute 
sisters. It is natural for human beings to commit mistakes. In the early 
part of my life I had also committed a blunder for which I was driven 
out of my husband's house. I didn’t find shelter either in my husband's 
house or in the house of my parents. Therefore I have built up this 
Destitute Women’s Home. 

Now there are five destitute women. Beforehand I had married 
off wo women after arranging suitable matches. One has been blessed 
with a son. Still there are five. Some other women have gone back being 
denied of shelter. Won't you take Pity on them? Don't you have any 
obligation for them? 

Kindly come here once. Send your donation or else this institution 
will collapse. 

Kshanaprava breathed a sigh. No more was she feeling restless. 
Two lines written by Chandrakala began to wriggle in her mind 
like a half-dead snake: ‘It is natural for human beings to commit 
mistakes. I had also committed a blunder for which I was driven 
out of my husband’s house! 

Then she expressed her feelings in words: ‘Why should society 
tolerate, support and excuse such blunders? Such an institution 
will cause harm to society. Society will lose control over the 
individuals and there will be indiscipline in the well-ordered 
society.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘I was thinking of it. Blunders and sins are 
despicable, but a human being is not despicable. Nobody can ignore 
an individual’s right to live. None can prohibit him to come back 
to the right path. Everybody has the right to live. That is why 
Chandrakala needs a shelter. If Parvati Devi wants a shelter why 
should Chandrakala not desire it? Why should she not receive our 
sympathy?’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘Parvati Devi’s shelter is meant for the 
simple and innocent orphans. A child may be the product of 
somebody’s blunder or sin but it is not responsible for it. It is pure.’ 

‘Sin is contemptible but the sinner is not contemptible.’ 
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‘It is a very old saying. If the sinner is not contemptible nobody 
can hope to obstruct the path of sin however contemptible the sin 
may be.’ 

Dushmanta didn't find words to give a reply. While arguing 
with Kshanaprava he has never won a victory over her. Hence it 
was not necessary to further the arguments. He said: ‘Chandrakala 
has solicited help through her letter. We must give a reply. You 
write a letter regretting that we cannot support and sympathize 
with her work because we think such work will create disorder in 
society.’ 

Kshanaprava smiled. She said: ‘It would be better if we send 
some money as donation without any consideration of good and 
evil. She thinks that she is doing some good work. It will be a 
dishonour to her efforts and self-sacrifice if we don't send our 
donation. Won't it be good if we send her two hundred rupees?’ 

Being happy Dushmanta said: ‘It will be very good. Do that.’ 

The darkness of the evening was spreading very fast. 
Kshanaprava rose. She said: ‘After serving tea and snack to both of 
you I shall go to Azim Mian’s house. The meeting will be held 
there. I am bringing tea; you fetch your friend here.’ 

Kshanaprava went away. 

Dushmanta heaved a sigh. 


90 


Itis eight o'clock at night. Gopal, Sanand and Abanibabu’s manager 
are talking in Abanibabu’s drawing room. Abanibabu has just come 
back after visiting his textile mills. He has gone inside the house. 
Gopalbabu is waiting for him. 

Abanibabu didn't delay. He came within five to ten minutes. 
He sat beside Gopalbabu. He took out a cigarette from the cigarette 
case, held it between his lips and lighted it. Puffing out smoke to 
one side he said: ‘You cannot frighten me with the threat of a 
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strike. That hope of yours is futile. Seven thousand labourers work 
in my mills. All of them depend on me. I give as much attention to 
their problems and well being as I give to the welfare and 
development of my mills. 

Gopal burst out laughing. He said: ‘You made me laugh. You 
are not able to understand whether they depend on you or you 
depend on them. I am not giving you a threat of strike. Those 
workers who are unable to fill their belly, whose family members 
are starved to death even though they work for twenty four hours 
a day will go on strike. They won't bother about the consequences.’ 

‘What will be the possible consequences? The mills will be 
closd. Seven thousand labourers will be unemployed by losing their 
jobs. You will provide them with food and feed their family 
members. We will incur loss. But we don't bother about the loss. 
We will manage to live with our savings. We won't face much 
difficulty.’ 

Sananda burst out shouting: Can you manage to live with 
your savings? You people will be burnt into ashes in the fire of 
anger and frustration of those thousands of labourers who will 
lose their jobs and suffer starvation.’ 

‘The manager said: ‘Didn't you learn any lesson from the 
famine that had affected the province of Bengal? You must have 
remembered what had happened in the year 1943. You might have 
forgotten Naanka famine?’, an event of Orissan history but you 
must have seen the famine of Bengal with your own eyes. Suffering 
pangs of hunger, millions of people abandoned their houses, 
deserted their families and were starved to death by the roadside 
and on the thoroughfares. None was burnt to death by anybody's 
anger, sighs and curses. All these are idle thoughts! 

Gopal said: ‘The times have changed. Man has learnt how to 
hold and wield a staff. You cannot stop him from using force to 
achieve his end.’ 

Abanibabu said: ‘The staff will shake in the hands of the 
weak. A weak man trying to wield a staff with his shaking hands 
will break his own head. You go to the rural areas to deliver your 
lectures. There you will receive praise from widows and helpless 
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women. The laws of the country are like poisonous snakes. Don't 
touch the tail of the snake deliberately. Don't incite the poor, the 
illiterate and the innocent people to confront the snake. All will 
be bitten to death.’ 

“We have framed the laws of the country, we will change those 
laws.’ 

‘Will you change them by wielding a staff? Can you change 
the laws by threatening and terrorizing others? 

‘Force will be used whenever it is needed.’ 

‘Since you are my friend, you won't mind if I take the liberty 
to call you a mighty fool. The laws that prevail in a country are the 
collective wishes of the people, the identical voice of the language 
of their hearts. The law is like a strong rope. The few strands that 
hang from the rope move along with the rope. If it is put on fire 
the hanging strands are, first, burnt into ashes. If it is severed with 
the hand those strands sever first and fall on the ground. You, your 
leaders and followers are like those hanging strands that will fall 
and be burnt into ashes while trying to break the laws. Law is a 
very strong cable, Sir! 

‘The laws are yours? 

‘No. Those are meant for all. You cannot change the laws by 
threatening others with your staff, by applying force. You cannot 
change people’s hearts by leading them on the wrong path. You 
may excite them for some time. Such excitement won't last long. 
What will happen when the excitement ebbs away?’ 

‘You can get the answer to your question if you look around 
the world. Voices have been raised everywhere against injustice, 
exploitation, oppression and inequality. What you call the wrong 
path is in fact, the straight way to reach the goal. If you want to 
avoid confrontation you must use your power of judgment and 
show your good sense to consider the demands of the labourers.’ 

‘Have we not been considerate towards them? They are given 
wages according to their work and efficiency. All kinds of things 
are made available to them at a cheaper rate. Proper arrangements 
have been made for their accommodation. All arrangements have 
been made for their health, happiness, entertainment and education. 
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Provision has been made, Gopalbabu, for specific duty-hour, 
quantum of leave, exgratia payment for accident and bonus for the 
future. In spite of this if you people create trouble and disturbance 
you will bear the consequences of your actions. Then you will accuse 
yourselves, blame yourselves or thank yourselves, but won't hold 
ourselves responsible.’ 

Sananda said: ‘The provision you have made is not adequate.’ 

‘Well, if you think the provision made for them is inadequate, 
can it be made adequate by creating unrest, disaffection and trouble? 
No. First withdraw the threat of strike. Then we will sit together 
and discuss calmly and quietly their wants and difficulties and try 
to remove the same as far as practicable keeping in view the interests 
of the parties concerned. The question of settlement of the dispute 
does not arise until the notice of the strike is withdrawn. This is 
my final decision.’ 

After speaking these words Abanibabu took out a cigarette 
from the golden cigarette case, lighted it and puffed on it. 

All of them were silent. 

After thinking a while Gopal said: ‘You are the secretary of 
the Mill-owners’ Association. If you make a solemn promise to 
give a share of your profit to the workers the notice of the strike 
will be withdrawn. The workers want sixty percent of the profit.’ 

Abanibabu burst out: ‘Foolishness has its limit. In principle 
your demand is totally unacceptable. A labourer has no claim over 
any share of profit. If anybody has a stake over the share of profit, 
it is the consumer. Money has been collected from the consumers 
to be used in the business. Therefore, by reducing the price of 
things produced in different mills, we can give some benefit to the 
ordinary consumers. As a consumer the labourer will also be 
benefited. This matter has already been taken into consideration.’ 

Gopal said: ‘You have saved hundreds of thousands of rupees. 
For whom has it been possible? It has been possible due to the 
workers’ sweated labour.’ 

‘It is true that the labourers have produced this wealth but 
this wealth doesn’t belong to them. It belongs to us. If you think 
deeply you will realize that the wealth belongs to the consumers. 
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The labourers have helped in the production of the wealth. Again 
that wealth is being utilized and will be utilized for those labourers 
and the consumers. I give you assurances in this regard. Tell me 
who has provided the capital for establishing the manganese 
factories in the district of Sundargarh? Without capital the plans 
that have been made for mining coal in Dhenkanal district and 
establishing steel plants at Nabarangpur and various plants and 
factories at several other places cannot be implemented. Tell me 
wherefrom would the money come? For its development the 
country must be industrialized. Then only the problem of 
unemployment can be solved. All the mineral resources lying under 
the earth will be utilized for the people. Millions of people who 
are idling away their time for want of work, suffering the pangs of 
hunger and dying prematurely will live as decent human beings. 
All will live happily and joyfully. The destructive means you have 
adopted will do harm to all.’ 

Gopal thought for a while. Then he said: ‘All this work will 
be done by the government of the country.’ 

Abanibabu retorted: ‘The people do the work and the 
government backs them. While living in this country, don't dream 
of Russia. Don't try to derive pleasure by guessing the taste of 
Delhi Ka Ladi? and by licking the lips. You must understand the 
reality. Look around in stead of looking afar.’ 

Gopal and Sananda could not give any reply. 

The servant came from inside the house. 

Abani stared at his face. 

The servant said: ‘Madam has not yet returned from the 
cinema. For a long time Prava Devi has been waiting for her.’ 

‘Who has been waiting? Is it Kshanaprava?’ 

“Yes, Sir, it is she.’ 

“Tell her to come here.’ 

‘She has sent for all of you. Coming to know that madam is 
not at home she has arranged light refreshment for you.’ 

‘O, Gopalbabu, please come. Today Kshanaprava Devi will 
entertain us. Sanandababu, please come. Mr. Manager, we shall 
discuss the rest tomorrow or on some other day. The problem will 
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definitely be solved if all of us bend our mind to it taking into 
consideration the interests of all and the welfare of the country. 
Contlicts, disagreements and quarrels will be there but no problem 
will defy solution if we are determined to solve it.’ 


Abanibabu rose. He held Gopalbabu’s hand. 


91 


IT’S ten o'clock at night. The drawing room in the upper floor is 
lighted by an electric lamp. Sitting on a cushioned chair Abanibabu 
is turning on the radio. Short snatches of songs of unintelligible 
languages are coming out from different radio stations depending 
on the movement of the knob. At times the radio is rumbling. 
Kshanaprava is sitting on an adjacent chair with a cheerful smile 
on her lips. She is staring at the radio with rapt attention. It seemed 
a wave beauty was surging across the room. 

Switching off the radio Abani looked at Kshanaprava and 
spoke with a smiling face: ‘No radio station is broadcasting news. 
1 don't like to listen to music. All music appears similar to me. The 
rumbling sound of the radio always irritates me.’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘One doesn't derive pleasure from a thing 
in which one is absorbed. One derives pleasure from something 
new. That is why one tries to think of new thoughts, to do new 
things, to see new things and taste new things! 

Abanibabu said: ‘This principle is applicable to both pain 
and pleasure. Those people about whose suffering you are so much 
worried are not that much worried about their own suffering. They 
have been accustomed to such suffering. They are not shocked to 
see mutilated limbs or conspicuous ribs of the chest. They endure 
their sorrows and sufferings. They struggle with them and are 
tormented by them. They face death every moment but their chests 
don't heave. They are not startled like the people who observe death 


from a distance.’ 
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Kshanaprava said: ‘Whatever you said is true but we must 
have to do our duty. Their sorrows and sufferings must be alleviated 
as far as possible. Nothing can be done for them with an amount 
of less than five lakh rupees. You have donated a lot of money 
beforehand, still 1 have come to you once again to beg for these 
unfortunate people.’ 

Abani thought for a while. Staring at Kshanaprava’s face he 
said: ‘There are numerous problems in the country. There are so 
many appeals for donation that even the entire property of Kuber 
won't be sufficient to meet the demands for donation. I may say 
that 1 don’t have any property of my own. The world may not 
understand but you will certainly understand. It is true that lakhs 
of rupees have been deposited in my savings bank account, but I 
have vowed not to spend that money for any other purpose. 
Although I am the owner of the so many mills 1 am also a worker. 
1 receive monthly salary. Whatever amount 1 receive as salary is 
not sufficient for my expenses and the expenses of my family. The 
money deposited in the bank is national property and I am the 
custodian of that property. I deem it as my sacred duty to act as 
custodian of that national property. I have never dared to spend 
any amount for myself or even borrow some amount from this 
source. 

Taken aback Kshanaprava stared at Abanibabu’s face. She 
thought she would have to return empty handed being outwitted 
by this adamant, stony hearted, americanized fellow. He wants to 
escape by calling his wealth as sacred trust and national property. 
She said: ‘All will laugh at your words. You are trying to be clever 
to avoid me.’ 

Raising her eyebrows, casting a sidelong glance Kshanaprava 
smiled at him. With a happy smile Abanibabu said: ‘Nobody has 
got the opportunity to hear these words nor will anybody get it in 
future. So they don't have the good fortune to laugh to their heart’s 
content and be amused. You are a worker I respect you. You are 
working with a noble purpose. So you can understand my intention 
very well. 1 want the country to be industrially developed. Capital 
to the tune of crores of rupees is necessary to industrialize the 
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country. I am like a squirrel, an insignificant creature (the squirrel 
had contributed its might during the construction of Rama Setu 
by throwing sand and dust from its body in a humble way). I shall 
do whatever is possible for me. The suffering of the people cannot 
be eliminated unless the country is industrialized. I want to save 
all the money I earn. I have prepared many plans. Crores of rupees 
will be needed to implement them.’ 

Kshanaprava spoke solemnly: ‘You think of crores of rupees 
while we think of only five lakh rupees. I have approached several 
rich men and businessmen and begged before them. They are 
pointing at you and enquiring how much you have donated. By 
our untiring efforts we have collected only forty thousand rupees 
within one month after moving here and there throughout day 
and night. The target of five lakh rupees is far-off. I don't know 
whether we will be able to meet our target. You alone donate one 
lakh rupees. This is not a big amount for you. If you donate this 
amount we will be able to collect more than five lakh rupees easily.’ 

Abanibabu said: ‘I am sorry for my inability and 1 beg your 
pardon. I cannot donate one lakh rupees. Had anybody else 
approached me for donation I would have refused, but as you, 
Kshanaprava Devi has come to me and requested for donation, 1 
shall pay one thousand rupees to save your honour.’ 

‘You want to pay to save my honour? Don't you take pity on 
those unfortunate people when you see their suffering? 

‘It is true that I am pained at heart when 1 see their suffering 
but what is the use having pity on them? It implies giving some 
donation. There are numerous demands for donation. Letters arrive 
in large numbers. Appeals are published and at times sympathetic 
editorials urging for donation are written in newspapers. Some 
activists have started Greater Utkal Movement. They are clamoring 
to bring Singhbhum, Manbhum, Midnapur, Bankuda, Bastar and 
Raipur from the neighbouring states and merge them with Greater 
Utkal. For that they need money. Donation is sought for 
orphanages, Destitute Women’s Homes and Relief Committees 
formed to provide relief to the people affected by flood, cyclone 
and earthquakes. There are also other committees such as Cattle 
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Welfare Committee, Temple Repair Committee, Pond Cleaning 
Committee, Tribal Development Committee, Harijan Welfare 
Committee and School Founders Committee, which ask for 
donation.’ 

Being irritated Kshanaprava interrupted him and said: ‘Please 
stop here. It is easy to make a long list. Money is needed for every 
work. Those who have undertaken such work do not care either 
for your wealth or for your derision. They seek help. It is good if 
help is available but they don't mind if help is not forthcoming. 
They try to carry on the work with their own efforts. They don't 
mind if their efforts become futile for want of money. What right 
do you have to ridicule or criticize others?” 

Abani said: ‘I don't ridicule nor do 1 criticize. 1 want to say 
that there are several avenues open to us to earn fame by giving 
donation. Dushmantababu is a burning example of this. He has 
lived aimlessly but earned fame as a patriot, a generous man and a 
great social worker just by giving donation. What has he done for 
the nation? What did he do for his own prosperity? He had 
ancestral property. Without earning anything he has built a Schoo! 
Jor Universal Education, a Home for the Destitute as well as a Home 
Jor the Sick with the money hoarded by his ancestors. These 
institutions will run for a few days with your help. But one day 
these will collapse for want of money and interest. There is no 
other alternative. My way of functioning is different. I have already 
told you about it. The nation won't lose much if the destitute kept 
as prisoners in the Home for the Destitute and the patients groaning 
with pain in the Home for the Sick are let loose to roam in the 
streets as they used to do in the past.’ 

Interrupting him Kshanaprava said: ‘Please keep quiet. Your 
obedient workers who depend on you for their living will praise 
you when they listen to such lecture. All your arguments are meant 
for the growth and protection of your wealth. What is that entity 
you call a country? If your fingers are cracked and your face is 
burnt you will look ugly. The country will have a similar look if 
you try to enhance its beauty through industrialization while 
neglecting those unfortunate people.’ 
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Kshanaprava began to laugh. She further said: ‘Will you first 
take care of the broken fingers and burnt face or try to make your 
body strong and beautiful by chewing sprouted chickpea and doing 
physical exercises? Your ideas are wrong, those are completely 
wrong. You have ability, even if you have no time to nurture the 
weak organs of society you can help and encourage those people 
who are eager to serve by donating money. Dushmanta and 
Tusharkanti have committed no wrong. Dushmantababu didn’t 
want to multiply his wealth and to writhe under its pressure. He 
utilized his vast fortune in nurturing this invalid and sick organ of 
the country. At present he is also doing it and perhaps he will 
continue to do it in future.’ 

Abanibabu said: ‘A person's ideas are great and sacrosanct for 
him. It is difficult to change the person's ideas with arguments. I 
am withdrawing what I have said.’ 

“Will you permit me to withdraw my arguments?’ 

‘Surely I will do it.’ 

Staring at each other both started laughing. Abani saw before 
him a film star. Her face was beautiful and full of smile. Her lips 
were red. Her two sets of teeth resembled two rows of crystal- 
white, well-set pearls. She had a plump chin. Her eyes were 
twinkling under the thin eyebrows. She was wearing a costly 
superfine sari. Frequently it was slipping from her head. To keep it 
in position her golden-creeper-hands rose up slowly and then 
descended on to her lap. The cloth on her bosom, after riding the 
crest of a wave, had become steady and still. 

Abanibabu was captivated by her beauty. For a moment he 
gazed at her. Feeling restless he returned his gaze. He was very 
much excited. 

Kshanaprava realized his condition. She asked: ‘Where have 
we reached?’ 

Abanibabu was still smiling. His eyes were intoxicated with 
awe and wonder. The stony heart inside his chest was beginning 
to melt. Still something seemed to obstruct him. In a trembling 
voice Abani said: ‘We have reached heaven.’ 

Turning her face and casting a sidelong glance Kshanaprava 
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spoke smilingly: ‘No. We have not yet reached heaven. It is still 
far off. We have come back to the place from which we had 
started. You are Kuber, the Lord of wealth and I am 
Kshanaprava, the representative of the sick and helpless people 
of the world! I have come to beg for money. ] have spread out 
my hand before you. 

Kshanaprava got close to Abanibabu. She stood before him 
with joined palms. Getting very close to him she stared at his face 
and said: ‘Give me alms, give me enough alms to make my hands 
full.’ 

Abanibabu was perturbed. His stony heart had melted. His 
irrepressible wild desire made him restless. 

Holding Kshanaprava’s hands he separated the palms. He said: 
‘Sit here. I don't like to give alms, I am a businessman! 

With a smile on her face Kshanaprava sat close to Abanibabu. 
‘The next moment she became grave. From a very close distance 
she stared at his fear-ridden face. She saw a burning desire in his 
eyes and a storm blowing in his mind. 

Kshanaprava’s eyes brimmed with tears. Taking several pauses 
she said: ‘Well you are a businessman. I won't beg anything of you. 
You have abundant wealth but-’ 

Gripping her hand Abanibabu said: ‘You have also abundant 
beauty, Kshanaprava! 

Releasing her hand from his grip Kshanaprava stood up. 
Wiping tears from her eyes with the loose hanging end of her sari 
she said: ‘Yes, 1 have. Today you calculate the worth of each.’ 


92 


DRAWING aside the curtain Kshanaprava came out. Abanibabu 
followed her. 


The sound of a motor vehicle stopping outside was heard. 
Hemangini came inside the house. Her face turned pale to 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


KANHU CHARAN MOHANTY 269 


see Kshanaprava there. Kshanaprava said: ‘I have been waiting for 
you for the last two hours.’ 

Being surprised Hemangini exclaimed: “Two hours! I was 
also waiting for you. Since it got late I came back. How could I 
expect that you would be here? Never do you pay a friendly visit. 
Did you have any urgent work?’ 

‘Yes, I have a very urgent work. I have a request— 

Abanibabu went down the stairs. 

Hemangini took Kshanaprava to her bed room by holding 
her hand. It was about to be eleven o'clock at night. 

Without any introductory statements Hemangini spoke to 
Kshanaprava: ‘Prava, is it a matter of pride for you that everywhere 
you are discredited by scandals. You are discussed in the movie 
theatres and in the circle of unknown women. What they discuss 
about you will be repulsive to the ears. I felt very bad about it. I 
had run straight to your residence to tell you everything.’ 

With a smiling face Kshanaprava said: ‘I am not interested to 
hear what others say about me. I don't take anybody’s praise or 
blame to heart. Let those people who want to hear and be happy 
do so. Those who do not relish such things should close their ears 
with their hands. I know what is good and what is bad. I don’t 
need anybody’s advice for improving my conduct.’ 

Hemangini’s face was flushed with anger. She said: ‘That you 
will equate me with others is not acceptable to me. The man who 
is blamed along with you for scandalous behaviour is my brother. 
I cannot bear with the scandal in which my brother is involved.’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘Why do you listen to such things? If you 
happen to hear anything, laugh it away treating it as false. If you 
are convinced that I am your brother’s concubine, I won't try to 
change your conviction. You talk to your brother and advise him 
to drive out his blind friend from his house. Consequently there 
won't be any scandal and you will be free from anxiety. 

The people won't get the opportunity to criticize others. Surely 
they will engage themselves in other kinds of work. Holding my 
blind husband and sister-in-law’s hands I shall descend down on 
the thoroughfare from your tall building smilingly. I give you my 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


270 THE STORM 


word that I won't have the misfortune in my life to come to your 
house and argue with you on equal terms. Did 1 run to you in the 
past to beg for a handful of rice, a piece of cloth, or a single rupee 
while I was starving and suffering along with my blind and invalid 
husband, ailing mother-in-law and a young sister-in-law? Didn't 
I know that my intimate childhood friend Hemangini is the wife 
of a multimillionaire? 

I know. Did I run to your house begging for mercy the day 
my husband had returned frustrated from your house after losing 
the job of a tutor? Who has alienated my husband from me both 
physically and mentally? Who, again, has laid the burden of wealth 
and the burden of grief, blame and humiliation on my head? Hema, 
kindly think of these once? 

Tears flowed from Kshanaprava’s eyes. Remaining silent for 
a while she began to speak again: ‘Things have changed. 
Kshanaprava has become a great woman of the country. Isn't she 
an ideal woman and an ideal worker? She is an idealist! In your 
eyes and in the eyes of several others like you Kshanaprava is 
Dushmanta’s concubine; she is a temptress and an adulterous 
woman. Kshanaprava has different incarnations in the eyes of 
different people according to their own impressions. You only have 
the right to know about my true self. Would you like to know? 

Hemangini went on looking at the tear-washed smiling face 
of Kshanaprava questioningly. 

‘I am the wife of a blind man, I am forsaken! 

Hemangini burst out: ‘Forsaken! 

‘Yes, Tusharkanti doesn’t have that beautiful and sweet 
relationship with me anymore; he has married again. His restless 
desire has become his newly married wife. His desire is to remove 
the suffering of the hungry and the helpless people. To satisfy this 
desire he has abandoned and alienated Kshanaprava. Now he has 
placed her in the position of a friend. Kshanaprava is being treated 
as a friend like his other friends such as Dushmanta, Abani and 
Hemangini. But my sister, the woman in Kshanaprava has yet not 
been able to accept that high position. The woman in her is 
becoming restless. She is protesting. A woman cannot tolerate her 
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co-wife. She wants to possess her husband completely. A palace is 
insignificant for her. 

Tusharkanti loves his ideal more than he loves his wife. That 
is why our conjugal life has been shattered. As a wife I feel he has 
forsaken me. Now my thoughts are independent and my movement 
is free. I myself don't know my ideal. Whatever 1 do, I think it to 
be my duty at that moment. Within a moment I can abandon my 
husband and leave this place. But prior to that I must complete 
the work I have undertaken. I won't hesitate at all to do the work 
even if scandals are spread against me and the same turn out to be 
true.’ 

‘What work have you undertaken?’ 

‘I have come here to tell you about it. It is about the Home for 
the Sick. Although the Home for the Destitufe has been built with 
your brother's money, Tusharkanti has dedicated his life to that 
institution. The School for Universal Education is Dushmanta’s 
brainchild. What would have happened to those two institutions 
if money had not been available? I have made efforts. You know 
everything. I have received both praise and blame. Now the two 
institutions are running smoothly. Maybe, those will run smoothly 
for a few days. Those who have shouldered their responsibility 
will take care of them. But there is another responsibility — The 
Home for the Sick. It is hell! It has set my body and mind on fire. It 
has been a thorn in my flesh since its inception. It is my last 
responsibility. All are looking up to me. I shall have to give them 
five lakh rupees for managing the institution.’ 

“You will give them five lakh rupees! 

‘Yes.’ 

“Wherefrom would you get this amount of money? 

‘I shall beg. I have come to you for begging money. You are 
the wife of a multimillionaire. Mere five lakh rupees are a meager 
amount for you. Today you will give me that amount as a gift of 
charity. From tomorrow Kshanaprava won't be the cause of your 
sorrow. You won't feel humiliated hearing the scandal that 
Kshanaprava is your brother's concubine. After giving them five 


lakh rupees I shall find my own way and leave this place. I won't 
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have either the good fortune or misfortune of coming to you as 
long as I am alive. Hema, believe me I will never go back on my 
word.’ 

‘Have you gone mad?” 

‘It is a long time since I have gone mad.’ 

‘Is it so?’ 

‘I am not telling a lie. Your conjecture is not baseless. There 
are many mad persons in this world. They are workaholics. Only 
those people work. 1 want five lakh rupees from you not for me 
but for the lepers, T.B. patients and all the destitute and helpless 
patients of this city. Hema, I saw their hands and legs have been 
deformed, they are vomiting blood and worms have infested their 
chests. This money is needed for them. Hema, once, you come and 
see them. You will contrast their ugly appearance with my beautiful 
and youthful appearance. Can you guess what you will see by 
superimposing their deformity and suffering on my beauty and 
youth? I have imagined myself having the same ugly and repulsive 
appearance as theirs. 1 have not been able to tolerate that sight and 
stay at home. In order to alleviate their suffering 1 need five lakh 
rupees. You will give me that money.’ 

“Wherefrom can 1 get so much money? 

‘Your husband is a multimillionaire.’ 

‘Why will he give me the money? 

“You can ask for it.’ 

‘I am not mad.’ 

‘Won't you ask for it? 

‘I told you, I am not mad. I can give you two thousand rupees 
to satisfy your madness.’ 

Kshanaprava smiled. She spoke teasingly: ‘Only two thousand 
rupees! You might have read that magazine—the price of 
Kshanaprava’s smile is two thousand rupees. What is the price of 
her touch? What could be the price of her company? What would 
be the price of her tears?” 

‘Shameless!’ 

‘If I feel the need, I will come some other day and take two 
thousand rupees from you. But today I won't take. Hope, you won't 
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trouble me till that day. Many things will be published in the 
magazines and newspapers about Kshanaprava’s smile, touch, 
company and other things. You will preserve all those magazines 
and newspapers. Some day we will read those together. Let me go. 
Now it is late night.’ 

‘How will you go? 

‘Abanibabu will escort me home. Are you afraid?’ 

She touched Hemangin?’s cheek with the tip of her finger. 
Pressing Prava's hand Hemangini said: ‘He is not a blind man.’ 

Holding Hemangini’s hand Kshanaprava came out. She spoke 
in jest: ‘Hema, all husbands are blind, far-off things appear beautiful 
to their eyes, moreover people treat me as the wife of your husband’s 
brother-in-law, with whom he can joke. Once upon a time people 
were instructed not to believe a woman and a ruler. The times 
have changed. The new principle is not to believe a man more so a 
businessman. Abanibabu is a man as well as a businessman.’ 

“You are very clever at talking.’ 

‘You will be remembering me! 

Kshanaprava went away. 

Coming to her bedroom Hemangini stood dumbfounded on 
the floor. She was thinking: ‘Has Kshanaprava really gone mad? 
Why did she come here? What did she say? Why did she cry and 
again why did she laugh? Was she asking for money? I am not 
able to understand her.’ 


93 


TODAY is Mahalaya’®. Niharika’s school is closed because this 
day is a holiday. The city of Cuttack is in a festive mood. Niharika 
wants to go out with somebody and see goddess Durga. She cannot 
concentrate on study. It’s already 5 p.m. Without taking her food 
and drink Kshanaprava has gone somewhere since eight o'clock in 
the morning by somebody’s motorcar. She has not yet returned. 
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Niharika herself has served food to the two brothers. Tusharkanti 
was enquiring about Nuau. Dushmanta ate quietly and then went 
away. It seemed their minds were preoccupied with strange 
thoughts. 

She would have gone to see goddess Durga in the company 
of her sister-in-law. Brother Dushmanta’s car is lying in the garage. 
Where did her sister-in-law go? 

For the last several days she has been observing a change in 
Kshanaprava’s manners. Always she is remaining busy. There is 
no certainty as to when she would go out and when she would 
come back. She has almost forgotten about her food and drink. 
Always she appears absent-minded. She gives a startled look when 
anything is asked to her and gives nonsensical answers. She likes 
to remain alone. She weeps secretly; at times she smiles at herself. 
Very carefully she combs her hair, wears nice ornaments and puts 
on her clothes carefully. She colours her lips, telephones someone 
to send her a motorcar and goes away somewhere riding in the 
car. 

Not only Niharika but also all others think of Kshanaprava. 
People gossip at her back. Thinking of it Niharika feels dejected. 
She recollects how girls in her classroom ridicule her sister-in-law 
indirectly and make dirty jokes about her. They show slanderous 
writings published in magazines and newspapers. In front of her 
they quarrel among themselves over the cartoons. They raise 
rhetorical questions to satirize her sister-in-law: ‘Is it women’s 
empowerment? Can one be an.ideal worker by doing such work? 
Can it be called empowerment if a woman moves about freely 
without any shame or hesitation in the company of a man other 
than her husband?” 

Niharika pretends not to hear anything. On some pretext she 
walks out of the place and suppresses her sobs inside her chest. 
She asks herself why people speak ill of her sister-in-law and write 
absurd things against her. Her sister-in-law is a Laxmi’, a symbol 
of purity, an ocean of mercy and a burning flame of freedom. Being 
envious people speak ill of her. Eminent people write letters praising 
her activities. Her photographs appear in newspapers and 
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magazines and she is hailed as a social worker, an orator, a leader 
and a mother for the helpless. 

Garbage is dumped at the roadside. Crows, dogs and pigs 
crowd the place. But man walks on the road, looks ahead and sees 
everything clean and beautiful. 

Niharika feels proud of her sister-in-law and smiles. 

For the last few days she has been observing some change. 
Her sister-in-law who used to feed her husband and her husband’s 
friend smilingly and take constant care of them is now avoiding 
them. She is also not looking after the house. When anybody is 
asking her anything she is pointing at Nira. She is leaving her 
ornaments carelessly on the bedstead and on the table. She puts 
the bunch of keys of the storehouse here and there. Nira is keeping 
it carefully. 

Why is this change? 

Occasionally she is returning home at the dead of the night. 
She comes with someone in a motorcar who drops her off near the 
house. Niharika is afraid of looking at her face. She feels sorry for 
her. Her beautiful face has turned pale; there is fatigue in her eyes. 
She doesn’t speak anything to anybody. 

One day she returned late at night. 

With fear in her mind, Nira asked: ‘Won't you eat?’ 

‘No, Nira, I am not feeling well. Have you not yet eaten your 
food” 

“Yes, I have eaten. For my sake you take some food.’ 

‘Fie! Please don't insist. You go and sleep.’ 

‘Nuau, how pale do you look! You had taken a little food in 
the morning. Don't you feel hungry” 

Kshanaprava’s pale face turned paler. She replied: ‘I am very 
much tired. I had to visit several places. My eyes are heavy with 
sleep. I don’t want to eat.’ 

‘Did you visit so many places without having your food and 
drink? 

“Yes. Take these four cheques and keep with you. Give me 
that tomorrow morning. The fruit of the entire day’s labour is just 
five thousand rupees.’ 
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Taken aback, Nira asked: ‘What will you do with this money? 

“Tomorrow I shall send it to Natabarbabu. T his is the donation 
I have collected for the Home for the Sick. Oh! Is it easy to collect 
money from the rich?’ 

‘Are you late for this-?’ 

“Yes, for this I am late.’ 

‘Nuau! Please take a glass of milk.’ 

Without waiting for her reply Niharika ran to the other room. 
She brought some snacks in a plate along with the milk. 
Kshanaprava looked at the face of her sister-in-law. Obeying her 
words she ate the snacks and drank the glass of milk. Wiping her 
face she spoke fondly: ‘I am not satisfied, my belly is not yet full.’ 

‘Shall I bring something more? 

Nira started to go. Kshanaprava stopped her by holding her 
hand. She said: ‘Will you give me what I will ask for? That which 
I ask for will appease both my physical and mental hunger.’ 

‘What do you want, Nuau? 

‘Have you forgotten? Do you think you have grown up onto 
an adult? You are still a child for me. Would you come and kiss me 
as you used to do?’ 

Niharika blushed with shame. She came near Kshanaprava. 
Shyly she kissed her cheeks. Embracing her Prava said: ‘Now my 
hunger is satiated and I am contented. You may go to sleep.’ 

She stroked Niharika’s back. 

Nira went to sleep on the next room. She closed the middle 
door. Her mind swelled with pride. She mused: ‘Her sister-in-law 
is like goddess Laxmi, she is an embodiment of mercy. How much 
does she love her?’ 

Today is Mahalaya. It is a very important and very auspicious 
day. Kshanaprava has not yet returned. It will be evening after one 
hour. She may be moving about without taking food and drink for 
collecting donation. She is the mother of the poor, the distressed 
and the helpless. Her loving sister-in-law has sacrificed her life 
for the sake of others. 

Niharika closed her book and put it on the table. Coming to 


the other room she arranged Kshanaprava’s clothes. Beforehand 
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Kshanaprava used to take care of the clothes of others, now she 
has no time even to take care of her own clothes. The pillows were 
lying scattered on the bedstead. She neatly arranged those pillows. 
A letter was lying crumpled below the pillow that supported the 
head in bed. She picked up the letter to read. Her chest heaved. 
She could not know why her chest was heaving. Filled with fear 
and alarm she opened the crumpled piece of paper and began to 
read. It was a typed letter. 

-You had rightly said that I am a businessman and therefore I 
would weigh one thing against the other. I have weighed your beauty 
against my wealth. Your beauty has tipped the balance in your favour. 
To give an idea about the ultimate end of beauty, health and position 
you had pointed your finger at the Home for the Sick. Your chest had 
heaved to see the plight of the patients. You have vowed to brin ¢ nectar 
to the hell, dedicated your self to the cause of those who are suffering in 
hell. My chest also had started heaving. Who knows what will happen 
tomorrow? But at present the hell is far off Iam a businessman; I keep 
myself away from moral principles. I want to make a deal by paying 
one lakh rupees. 

“Who has written this letter? Why has he written it and what 
is his intention? Why did Vuau crumple and throw away this letter 
getting irritated while reading it? Again why did she fold it and 
keep it under the pillow? 

Niharika wanted to read the letter once again and to get at its 
meaning. When she tried to open the letter her hands trembled, 
head reeled and eyes brimmed with tears. She could not read the 
letter. A faint line of letters shook before her eyes: Your beauty had 
tipped the balance in your favour. There was another line: I want to 
make a deal by paying one lakh rupees. 

Putting the letter under the pillow she wiped tears from her 
eyes. She stood transfixed on the floor with bewilderment and 
disbelief. Several thoughts crept into her innocent and tender mind: 
Are all those things true? Has her sister-in-law gone through 
dreadful ordeals deliberately to feed the poor, distressed and helpless 
people, to give peace and comfort to the restless souls of the sick 
and invalid people? Has she collected money from the miserly 
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rich suffering all that agony of remorse? Are all those slanderous 
accusations true? 

The cartoons and criticisms of the magazines and newspapers 
appeared before young Niharika's bright and obstinate eyes. The 
pictures in magazines and newspapers depicting her as a social 
worker, a compassionate woman, the very spring of purity and the 
burning fire of chastity also appeared. Are all these, then, false? 

Sati was standing in front of her. 

“What do you want to say, Sati? 

“The master has sent for you.’ 

‘I am coming Sati, you tell the cook to come to me.’ 

Sati went away. 

‘It’s going to be 6p.m. and it is time for serving tea. Her sister- 
in-law has not yet come back. Today she has to look after the 
needs of the two brothers.’ 


94 


THE evening is approaching. Dushmanta and Tushatrkanti, along 
with Natabar are sitting at the tea table. Niharika is serving snacks 
and tea silently. She is very calm and quiet. Sati is standing at 
some distance from the tea table. 

Taking a sip of tea Natabar said: ‘The volume of work has 
increased manifold. Let Tusharbabu take charge of the Home 
Jor the Destitute. His manager, clerks and workers have become 
competent and experienced. The members of the new managing 
committee are quite enthusiastic. The institution will be 
managed smoothly. When new problems arise we shall sit 
together to discuss and solve them. Otherwise Tusharbabu will 
manage everything. Dushmantababu, please assume full charge 
of the School for Universal Education. You are acting as the 
nominal president and I am doing all the work. Consequently 
the work at the Home for the Sick is hampered. Kshanaprava 
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Devi and I are willing to take up the responsibility of that 
institution. 

Putting the tea-cup down on the tray Tusharkanti said: ‘The 
management of all the institutions is a joint responsibility. The 
suggestions and help of the managing committees are always 
necessary. Tell me which member is coming forward to work with 
dedication? Only delivering lectures and planning things won't 
do. Efforts need to be made for implementing them. The financial 
condition of the Home for the Destitute has improved a little due 
the efforts made by Kshanaprava but how long will this improved 
condition last? Such an institution can never be self-dependent. 
The number of the destitute has become more than four hundred. 
There is no scope for the extension of the building due to lack of 
space. Again we don’t have enough financial resources. Henceforth 
helpless people coming here for shelter will have to go back. 
Without full sympathy of the public the purpose of the institution 
wont be fulfilled. Each one of us has to appeal for money. The 
institution cannot exist without Kshanaprava’s help.’ 

Tusharkanti sipped his tea. 

Dushmanta said: ‘We cannot disagree with Tushar but 
Natabarbabu’s suggestions should also be taken into consideration. 
The various sub-committees of the School for Universal Education 
have become a little inactive. This institution is not self-dependent. 
It will be better to exempt Natarbabu after electing a new secretary. 
I will shoulder all responsibility. Let Kshanaprava be a member of 
the managing committee. She alone is capable of encouraging other 
members to work.’ 

Natabar said: ‘One cannot deliver the goods if one is given 
too much of responsibility. We are amazed by the hard work she is 
doing for the development of the Home for the Sick. She has 
promised to collect five lakh rupees by hook or by crook for those 
unfortunate people. Arrangements are being made to build a 
bacteriological laboratory in her name. The proposal has been 
accepted with unanimous approval.’ 

Tusharkanti said: ‘Leaving all the responsibilities of the house 
to this young girl she has been working hard round the clock. May 
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I know how much money has she collected?’ 

Natabar said: ‘I cannot say exactly how much money she has 
collected. Perhaps, she has almost succeeded in her endeavour. She 
has advised me not to reveal the names of those generous gentlemen 
who have donated money and to keep the amount of money 
collected a secret. The list of donors and the amount donated by 
them will be made public at the same time. Some of the donors 
have expressed their desire to remain anonymous.’ 

Dushmanta didn’t reply. 

Tushar felt proud of Kshanaprava’s achievement. He 
commented: ‘How hard she works!’ Then he asked: ‘Nira, hasn't 
your sister-in-law come back?’ 

Niharika said: ‘No, without taking her food and drink she 
has gone out at 9 a.m. in the morning in somebody’s car.’ 

Tusharkanti kept quiet. 

Feeling happy Natabarbabu said: ‘Tomorrow again she will 
send for me. She will give me at least a cheque for ten thousand 
rupees or currency notes worth the same amount. Money is 
available and will be available but the immediate problem is how 
to implement the plans that have been made. The work cannot 
progress unless we work wholeheartedly at least for two years. 
Dushmantababu, Kshanaprava Devi and you take charge of the 
Home for the Sick leaving the management of the School for Universal 
Education to me. The work will be hampered unless we divide 
responsibility between us.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘We cannot take any decision without 
seeking Kshanaprava’s opinion.’ 

Tusharkanti said: ‘Who is Kshanaprava? Although we had 
started the institutions those have been built up with the patronage 
of generous people. Now it is time that they should take charge of 
these institutions. Kshanaprava is a worker, we are also workers. 
We will work wholeheartedly but let the public take up 
responsibility. Now the time for that has come. The plight of the 
poor, the destitute, the sick and the helpless has surely moved the 
hearts of those people who have donated thousands of rupees and 
also continue to do so. The opportune moment has come. Now 1 
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have got the chance to agree to the suggestion Natarbabu had 
given long ago.’ 

Natabarbabu said: ‘It is good. Let the general body meeting 
of the members of each institution be convened. All of us will 
tender our resignations there. Fresh elections will be held. We will 
leave the management of the institutions to those who will be 
elected as office bearers by the people.’ 

Dushmanta said: “There is no reason for anybody to disagree 
to the proposal. It is true that we are overburdened. We cannot 
bear with the responsibilities. We shall come down to the level of 
workers and make efforts to build up new institutions. Let the city 
of Cuttack bear its own responsibilities.’ 

All pondered over the matter silently. Niharika and Sati took 
away the cups and plates from the table. 

Tushar asked: ‘Where shall we concentrate our new activities?’ 

Natabarbabu said: ‘We can concentrate at any place we want 
inside our country. All the orphans and handicapped people of the 
country don't stay in this Home for the Destitute. All the sick people 
have not taken shelter in this Home for the Sick. It is also impossible 
to accommodate them. That is why we shall concentrate our 
activities wherever it is necessary. Now I cannot see beyond our 
state, so we have to work somewhere inside our state.’ 

Giving his opinion Tusharkanti said: ‘It will be better if we 
try at Brahmapur, Sambalpur or Baripada. Let us first begin our 
work at one of these places, but let the head office be here.’ 

Natabarbabu said: ‘Your suggestions are good. Let 
Dushmantababu, once, visit those places and seek the opinion of 
the people. A lot of money is required to start an institution. Let 
Kshanaprava also go to those places.’ 

Dushmanta said: ‘Before settling the problems of the 
institutions here we should not consider any proposal for starting 
institutions at other places.’ 

‘Tushar said: ‘There won't be any harm if we seek the opinion 
of the people of those places. You along with Kshanaprava go there 
once. If you feel it necessary, you hold a meeting and explain our 
proposal to the people.’ 
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Dushmanta said: ‘Let us first seek Kshanaprava’s opinion.’ 

Tusharkanti smiled. He said: ‘She won't hesitate to do such 
work. However, let her come and give her opinion.’ 

The darkness of the evening enveloped the earth. They could 
not arrive at a decision. 


95 


Kshanaprava was a motherless pampered child of a rich zamindar. 
Her young mind was formed with two elements, namely, affection 
and sulkiness. Gradually this young girl was neglected and alienated 
from her family. She had fallen in love with Tusharkanti. She had 
grown up with Hemangini’s friendship, Sukanti’s affection, 
Dushmanta’s wonder, Parvati’s hatred and Parashuram’s neglect. 
To be free from the unfavourable circumstances and to lead a happy 
and peaceful married life, she married Tusharkanti. Her desire was 
to become an ideal Hindu wife! 

Her happy dream was broken. Her husband became blind. In 
spite of wants she did not lose her peace and happiness. The ideal 
of a Hindu wife had made her little family a veritable heaven. She 
had an affectionate mother-in-law, a loving sister-in-law and a 
husband who was full of love and affection for her. The threat of 
poverty could not shake the strong wall of peace and happiness, 
which surrounded their small family. 

The mountain of wealth became a burden for her. Her 
affectionate mother-in-law left the world forever. In spite of her 
helplessness and uncertainty she gave priority to her husband’s 
ideal. He alienated himself from her. As an obedient wife she 
became subservient to his ideal and a mere object for the fulfillment 
of his desire. Her much-loved sister-in-law also alienated herself 
from her. The glaring light of suspicion blinded her. 

Wherefrom can she get peace? 

In the midst of suffering and restlessness Sukanti was the 
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only source of comfort for her. 

She has also left her. 

The power and pelf she is enjoying has proved to be a curse 
of that restless agonized soul. The same power and pelf appear to 
her like a deadly poisonous snake wagging its tongue. To fulfill a 
strange desire she has tied Kshanaprava down to this place. 

Wherefrom can she get happiness? 

What is her position today? What is the position of blind 
Tusharkanti’s wife? She has become subservient to a shaky ideal, 
which is symbolic of Tusharkanti’s helplessness! She is acting as a 
toy to satisfy the closely guarded strange desire lurking in the 
innermost recesses of Dushmanta’s mind! 

Today she has no peace and happiness. Those have been 
reduced to dust under the weight of her husband’s ideal. This ideal 
cannot give her happiness; it has made her a machine. She wants 
to be away from those for whose suffering she had lamented, shed 
tears and for whose happiness and pleasure she had come forward 
to work excitedly without caring for blame and praise and collected 
money from the selfish rich by filling their eyes with infatuation, 
minds with illusion and setting their blood on fire at the cost of 
herself. 

She cannot tolerate the sight of hell. She has exhausted her 
excitement and killed her enthusiasm by pretending to yield to 
others’ temptations. From today onwards she will think only of 
herself. Once again she will act as a wife, an ideal Hindu wife. In 
an unknown distant hamlet she will walk hand in hand with her 
blind husband smilingly. She will shed tears at the feet of the Lord 
with the anxiety of a restless soul in order to become a mother. 
Her affection will bind Niharika to her. She will search for peace, 
happiness and joy. 

She descended from the strange new world to the world of 
reality. There was pitch darkness inside the house. The outside of 
the house was also dark. Nobody’s voice was heard. Her bed was 
soft and sweetly scented. She was alone. 

Kshanaprava closed her eyes. It seemed to her that the 
darkness had disappeared. She was not alone; she was surrounded 
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by groups of cursed people. Someone is devoid of eyes; his eyeballs 
have come out of the sockets. Another man’s cheeks are swollen. 
Those are full of red sores. Flies are buzzing around the sores. 
Again another has no nose, his lips are deformed, and his two 
rows of yellow teeth are conspicuous. On the other side there is a 
man whose fingers and toes have been split off. Being unable to 
walk he is crawling. On this side a man's chest is crawling with 
vermin. In the front there is a man whose eyes are sunken and ribs 
countable. He is vomiting blood. 

On the other side also there are groups of cursed human 
beings! 

On all sides Kshanaprava is surrounded by them. She felt 
that she is also devoid of hands and legs. She also- 

Becoming restless Kshanaprava opened her eyes. There was 
pitch darkness. The herd of ghosts had hidden themselves in the 
dark. Kshanaprava got out of bed. 

She has done her duty. For these cursed human herds she has 
collected money pretending to prostitute her. She has handed over 
lakhs of rupees to Natabarbabu. 

Hariraj has been bewitched by her smile, Sujan Singh by her 
touch. Her sulky look and tearful eyes have opened the treasury of 
Motilal. The enchantment of unending kisses has impelled Prusty 
to be liberal with money. The excitement of embrace has made 
Chamanlal a Dani Karna”. And Abanibabu, during bear-hug and 
soul-stirring prolonged kisses, has secretly handed her a cheque 
for fifty thousand rupees. Holding another cheque for fifty 
thousand rupees in the other hand, Abanibabu, the businessman 
has tempted her to go to bed with him. 

All smile at her, all are interested in her. Lustrous beauty that 
glitters for a moment turns deathly pale, the lightning of smile 
hides behind dark clouds of tear, red lips made of soft flesh become 
infested with germs, bleed and let pus out. But all these have 
material value even though for a moment. All those people are 
eager, full of smiles and open fisted to possess Kshanaprava who 


has fragile beauty. They want to hold her on their laps, to have sex 
with her and sire children. 
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Will she laugh or cry? 

She has fired them with desire. She has excited them and she 
herself has also been excited. She has carried out the friendly 
instruction of her husband. That much she has done. Now she has 
come back to do something for herself. She will act as a wife, the 
wife of the blind man! Why should she wear these ornaments on 
her body? These ornaments bind her body like the coils of a deadly 
serpent. Who will see these ornaments? When a woman is dead, 
jackals, dogs, vultures rush in tempted by her rotten flesh. When 
she is alive, men rush in tempted by the same flesh and the glitter 
of its beauty. Is Dushmanta one of them? Has he no respect for 
the innocent and free human self that lies hidden under cover of 
flesh and blood? Is he a fool too? 

The room became lighted by an electric lamp. It was one 
o'clock at night. Kshanaprava had glittering ornaments on her body. 
She removed all the ornaments one after another. She kept those 
carefully in the storehouse. She wore two coloured bangles in each 
hand. Changing her fine clothes she wore a coarse mill made cloth, 
which she had preserved for a long time. 

She looked at her reflection in the mirror. The burden fell off 
her head. The burning sensation in her body became cool. A 
contented smile appeared on her face. 

She is the wife of a blind man. Why is she here? She will 
surrender herself at the feet of her husband, burn her self-pride 
into ashes and become a wife, a nurse and a mother! 

She opened the door and switched off the light. Darkness 
spread both outside and inside the house. Tusharkanti’s room was 
located at the end of the veranda. A ray of blue light coming 
through the gap of the half closed door had fallen on it. It was 


beckoning her into the room. 
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96 


‘HAVE you gone mad again? Prava, 1 am not saying this for myself. 
I am not dissuading you with a selfish motive of happiness. I ask 
of you, why do you occasionally become crazy?’ 

Prava didn’t reply. Sitting on the bedstead beside her husband 
she went on staring at his face. She began to think: All her requests 
have been futile. For him his ideal is more important than his 
wife. He has become very close with his friend for the fulfillment 
of his ideal. He cannot leave his friend. What should she do? She 
doesn’t want to suffer anymore. 

Tusharkanti held her hand. He said: ‘What you alone could 
do for the Home for the Sick, we all could not have done even if we 
would have tried for years. Which work is greater than this? Our 
work is not yet over; there is a lot of work yet to be done. We have 
to open institutions like the Home for the Destitute and the Home 
Jor the Sick in different districts. Dushmanta will go to organize 
people. You will accompany him.’ 

‘I won't go anywhere with anybody.’ 

‘You have the ability; you can melt the hearts of the people 
and change their minds. A man is shocked to hear the tales of woe 
of the helpless and the sick people from the mouth of a woman. 
Then he gives open-handedly.’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘I am not mad rather you are mad. Since 
you have lost your eyesight, you are not able to see the outward 
appearance of the world. The Utopia you have created in your mind 
is far from the real world. The world today is an embodiment of 
selfishness. Whatever one is doing, one is doing it in his own 
interest. One who works for the country and the people selflessly 
is branded as a crazy fellow. Every work has a limit. Let us leave 
the people of the world to do their duty. Let us go away. Far away 
from the city, we shall build a small cottage of our own in the 
outskirts of a village which is unknown and unheard. We will live 
there. There we can have peace, happiness, pleasure, love and an 
independent life which we do not find here.’ 
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Tusharkanti began to think. Then he said: ‘Do you think it 
will be wiser to leave these helpless people in the lurch and go 
away from them for our own happiness? Won't we derive pleasure 
and happiness by serving them? Happiness and pleasure depend 
on one’s own mind.’ 

‘We can derive the pleasure of serving others in that far off 
hamlet. I have gathered a lot of experience about city life. I cannot 
stay here any longer. This is my last word on the subject. I have 
been able to discharge the duty, which you had entrusted me. To 
discharge the duty I have gone out and fired the lustful miserly 
herd with desire. I won't do it anymore. Now it is time to retreat. I 
touch your feet; don't push me into the fire anymore. I want a 
house of my own. I want my own family where I can live 
independently. Give me all the opportunity to serve my husband. 
Let us go away from this artificial world. I want to become a wife 
and a mother.’ 

Kshanaprava fell flat on Tusharkanti’s lap. Folding her 
husband’s body in her arms she began to sob. 

Tusharkanti kept quiet. Stroking Kshanaprava’s back he began 
to think about his duty. His wife has made her rightful claim. She 
wants her independent family, wifely status and motherhood for 
which she had married poor Tusharkanti smilingly against the will 
of her father. She has never neglected her duty, but will she go 
away leaving behind so much work and responsibility of so many 
helpless people? Leaving behind such a great ideal — 

Kshanaprava rose and sat on the bed. Wiping tears from her 
eyes she looked at the disfigured face of her husband. Sitting in a 
static position he was thinking of something. He is a stony hearted 
person. He has dishonoured her wifely status. When old men have 
been attracted by her beauty and have desire to touch her, when 
many rich and proud young men, forgetting their status, have come 
forward to embrace her and to be intimate with her, her husband 
has been callous towards her. Her beautiful body has little attraction 
for this stone hearted husband. 

Tusharkanti said: ‘Prava, it will be better if we wait for a few 
days. Delivering the charge of all these institutions to other people’s 
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hands we shall go away somewhere without any anxiety. It won't 
be good if we go away leaving the work incomplete.’ 

Kshanaprava replied: ‘Dushmantabbu can manage everything. 
I don't want to stay even for a moment in this house and in this 
city. 

‘Tushar said: ‘Rather you go to other cities with Dushmanta 
and try to establish there such institutions. The poor, the helpless, 
the sick and the handicapped people will be benefited.’ 

Kshanaprava replied: ‘I don't want to go anywhere with 
anybody. I have gathered enough experience. Your ideals and all 
these institutions have no value if the sorrows and sufferings of 
the destitute, the helpless and the sick cannot melt the hearts of 
the people. Maybe, all those institutions will turn into dust when 
you go away. When the teachings and ideals of the Buddha, Christ, 
Mohammad and Gandhi could not change the mind-set of the 
people, a common man’s thoughts cannot melt the heart of the 
selfish society. Although Kshanaprava’s smile, touch and embrace 
are more effective than the ideals and teachings of great men those 
cannot delude people for a long time. Something else is needed. 
The helpless people are waiting for that ‘Something.’ We will also 
wait for that.’ 

Tusharkanti was silent. 

Kshanaprava said: ‘Bowing to your wishes I have carried out 
your orders without any argument or any question. You please grant 
my humble request. Let us escape from this complicated situation. 
We shall go away in search of happiness. We cannot get peace and 
De in our lives if we involve ourselves in solving the problems 

ere. 

‘Won't we get peace and happiness and pleasure if we try 
wholeheartedly for the fulfillments of our ideals?” 

‘All have their own ideals! What was your ideal when you 
were running to the houses of others in the past to give tuition for 
feeding yourself and your family? Your ideal and idea of duty have 
changed after getting the support of your rich friend. Man's 
condition and his environment change his ideals and his ideas 


about duty. My duty is to serve my husband and wish my family 
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well. I am not able to find out my husband and my family in this 
house.’ 

Tears flowed again from her eyes. 

It seemed somebody hit Tusharkanti on the chest. He was 
startled. Extending his hands he folded Kshanaprava in his arms 
and kissed her. Then he said: ‘You don’t find! Here is your husband! 
Doesn't your family reside in this house?’ 

Held in Tusharkanti’s embrace Kshanaprava said: ‘No. If a 
woman agrees to surrender all will run after her and admire her 
youth and beauty. Those who have donated lakhs of rupees have 
also held Tusharkanti’s wife in embrace and kissed her face like 
this, but Kshanaprava has never embraced any one of them.’ 

‘Tusharkanti was fired with anger. Pushing Kshanaprava away 
he said: ‘Are you not ashamed to say this? 

Kshanaprava shouted: ‘Why should I be ashamed? How did 
you dare to send your young and beautiful wife outside to collect 
money? You have given more importance to your ideal than to the 
honour and prestige of your wife. Can't you tolerate the pain of 
truth? It’s you who had given me the orders! Aren't you ashamed? 
“Kshanaprava’s beauty and youth-’ 

‘Keep quiet.’ 

‘Why should 1 keep quiet? You have, of course, the right to 
know the consequences of your orders. In conjugal life, 1 think, 
such orders and their consequences become unbearable! 

‘Do you still have the pride of being a wife?” 

“Yes, I have. With that pride and that courage, today, 1 request 
you to weigh your shadowy ideal against your legally wedded wife 
in order to find their relative importance and to judge which one 
is more valuable and dearer to you.’ 

‘Legally wedded wife? 

The words uttered by Tusharkanti were astonishing. There 
was an unnatural mocking smile in his face. 

Kshanaprava burned with anger. 


It was all quiet. 
A song from a gramophone record broke the silence. It seemed 


the song was expressing the feelings of Dushmanta’s heart: Shall I 
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laugh or cry? Laughter and cry are all pervasive. They follow each other 
closely. I become angry with you, sulk over your indifference, get annoyed 
and cry. 1 see your smiling face behind the cloud of my tears. I see you 
laughing always and everywhere. The cloud of tears disappears, I smile 
and I become happy. I also see you crying always and everywhere. You 
are a blend of cry and laughter just like me whose life is an unsolved 
riddle. You are also a riddle. Oh my darling, our relationship is 
unbreakable. 

Kshanaprava was startled. She stood up. Tears flowed from 
her eyes. She said: ‘Yes, I am your legally wedded wife. 1 have 
dedicated myself to your work. I have carried out your orders and 
also I am waiting to carry out the same. I am your wife, your legally 
wedded wife! 

Tusharkanti’s restlessness was reflected on his face. His words 
were getting stuck in his throat. He spoke in a trembling voice: 
‘Prava, I beg your pardon. You are a goddess; a mother figure and 
you are worthy of salutation! You have dedicated yourself to the 
cause of your helpless, handicapped and sick children. You deserve 
praise and respect. You are my friend, my intimate friend! 

Kshanaprava felt as if she was increasingly being alienated 
from Tusharkanti by each word he was uttering, as if the earth was 
slipping from under her feet and the whole world was revolving 
before her eyes. 

She could hear the song of the gramophone record: You are a 
blend of cry and laughter just like me whose life is an unsolved riddle. 
Oh my darling, our relationship is unbreakable.’ 

She could also hear the echo of Tusharkanti’s words: You are 
a mother figure. You deserve respect. A feeble voice was heard from 
afar: I won’ be contented even if 1 attend to your needs for seven lives 
to come. Maybe, I will die peacefully if I can hold you to my bosom. Your 
unspoken words vibrate in my memory. Your sulkiness has led to your 
silence. Come back my daughter; come back to my empty lap. To sit on 
my lap is your birthright. Who will deny it to you? 

Kshanaprava asked Tusharkanti: ‘What is your advice? What 
shall I do?’ 

Being natural Tusharkanti spoke to her in a steady voice: ‘You 
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know everything. You will decide what you should do. Breaking 
the ties of a wife you have risen to a very high position. When I 
think of you I am filled with awe and wonder. Compared to you, I 
think, I am very small. You are my friend. You are great and you 
deserve respect.’ 

Tears flowed from Tusharkanti’s eyes. He saluted Kshanaprava 
with folded hands. 

The inmates of the Home for the Destitute were praying in a 
chorus. Their voice came floating in the air: The Lord of my life is 
the master of the Universe-. 

The soothing light of dawn crept through the gaps in the 
door. The crow cawed outside indicating the departure of the dark 
night and the arrival of the fresh and bright morning. 


97 


SHE is taking care of domestic chores. She has changed her life- 
style. She wakes up in the morning and remains busy till mid- 
night. She takes care of all, never asks any question to anybody, 
and does all work. 

Her husband, her sister-in-law, Dushmanta, the menservants 
and maidservants, visitors and guests—all have noticed this change. 
People had seen her smiling and cheerful face. They had been 
pleased to hear her soft and affectionate words. Now questions 
have arisen in their minds: ‘What has happened to her? Why is 
this change? Has anybody spoken her anything?” 

Kshanaprava also notices a feeling of curiosity in everybody's 
face and a question in everybody's eyes— Why did it happen, why 
did she resolve to live like an ordinary maid servant of a small 
family abandoning the pride of a queen? Even now she is in control 
of all the riches, all the rights and authority. 

‘Why did it happen?’ This question also arises in Niharika’s 


mind. Her sister-in-law is behaving with her as she used to do in 
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the past. She is showering affection on her; she loves her and takes 
care of her. Whenever she finds time she teaches her lessons from 
the book. With her own hands she combs and ties her hair, dresses 
her before she leaves for school. She doesn't go outside the house; 
puts on coarse mill-made cloth but dresses Niharika with costly 
saris of the best variety. What for is this change? She doesn’t dare 
to ask this question. 

The same question also crops up in Dushmanta’s mind. Her 
face is smiling and cheerful in spite of her gravity. She is active; 
she does everything neatly. Removing the burden of ornaments 
from her body and swimming against the current of time, she has 
appeared at the holy shrine of the past where he had seen her for 
the first time and his young mind filled with wonder had rushed 
in to worship her with a handful of flowers of love. The memory 
has made him restive. 

Tusharkanti had the feeling that the dream he had dreamt at 
night has disappeared with the night. It has left an impression of 
wonder mixed with pathos! Being liberated from wifely 
attachments and dependence, Kshanaprava has occupied a very 
high position. From a distance he bows to this dearest friend and 
colleague whose sacred soul glitters in the holy light of her intense 
interest in alleviating the sorrows and sufferings of the sick and 
helpless people of the world. 

Her glittering soul keeps on growing in stature. Tusharkanti 
doesn't venture to think her as his wife. His secret pride of being 
a husband and having monopoly over his wife’s body has been 
humbled. It has disappeared from his mind and mingled with 
dust Kshanaprava whose young and beautiful body has been 
embraced by several people and whose body has felt the warmth 
of several excited male bodies cannot be a chaste woman. She is 
not a wife; she is an adulteress, a lecherous woman. She has strayed 
too far. 

Kshanaprava’s intention or her ideals cannot give her the rights 
of a wife or the status of a chaste woman. She has no right to be 
pardoned. Her helplessness has not driven her to another man’s 
embrace; she has been driven there by the motive of acquiring 
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money! She was instructed to collect money. The instruction was 
not the command of a husband but the earnest request, the prayer 
of a friend — ‘Your wifely pride may be shattered, you maybe 
destroyed but-’ 

Her wifely pride has been shattered and she has been 
destroyed while trying to fulfill the earnest request, the prayer of 
her friend. That day he had alienated her. She also had alienated 
herself from him not for the sake of her husband but for the sake 
of the friend. She had behaved not like a wife but as a friend. 
Abandoning the role of a wife she has assumed a new role. She has 
become a friend who occupies a very high position! 

She has not neglected her duty as a friend. Forgetting her 
self she is taking care of Tusharkanti, showering love and affection 
on him and speaking soft words. The incident of that night has 
become a dream. It didn’t have any bitter effect on her. She is great, 
very great! 

Tusharkanti thinks of her with amazement. 

All are amazed by her activities. 

The same Kshanaprava who had collected lakhs of rupees 
with her own effort for the Home for the Sick has resigned as member 
of its executive committee. One single question, ‘Why has she 
resigned?’ has appeared in bold letters in the magazines and 
newspapers. Many vehicles have been parked in front of 
Dushmanta’s house by people seeking answer to the question. 

Kshanaprava has stood before all with a smiling and cheerful 
face. In her new incarnation her eyes have become extremely bright; 
she is holding her head high. Pouring tea into the tea-cups of her 
friends she has given the same reply that she is unable to work as 
a member of the executive committee. 


And for that she has sought pardon from all. 
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ALTHOUGH Parashuram considers himself to be a member of 
a family consisting of seventeen hundred members, he sometimes 
feels lonely. The cool breeze of the month of Aswina® plays hide- 
and-seek in the paddy fields extending over unlimited space. It 
creates ripples in the paddy fields. The beautiful rays of the young 
sun continue to fall incessantly upon the green expanses of those 
fields. At places in the deep low lands arise billows of laughter. 

Parashuram gazes with rapture at the sight. He listens to the 
voices attentively. The sons and daughters of this village work 
delightfully in the deep low lands. They sing songs. They have 
been instructed to work. All are working for themselves. All of 
them are the children of this village. They belong to his family. 
Class and caste distinctions have disappeared automatically. All 
fathers and mothers, sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, grand 
sons and grand daughters have become the members of a single 
family. 

All live comfortably. Each one treats the other as a member 
of his own family. Parashuram has forgotten his past and past deeds. 
Still he feels somewhat lonely. He experiences a kind of void. The 
billows of laughter that rise from the green paddy fields hurt him. 
His heart aches and his mind pines for his daughter who is more 
precious than his life and made of his own flesh and blood! 

Kshanaprava has been depicted as a woman-leader, a social 
worker, a compassionate woman and also as Menaka*, a perverse 
woman, and a blind man’s wife. All these depictions have no 
meaning for Parashuram. He sees only the image of his object of 
love, the image of his motherless, affectionate and sulky daughter. 

He doesn’t have peace of mind. 

He wants to see his dearest affectionate daughter in the green 
paddy fields where ripples of laughter are rising and where village 
maidens are singing songs joyously while doing their work, 
laughing and wallowing in water and mud. 


She is a sulky girl! 
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Parashuram’s eyes come under the spell of the green expanse 
of the paddy fields extending over unlimited space. He becomes 
totally absorbed in his own thoughts. Still his mind pines to see 
somebody. She is his own daughter. His blood runs in her veins. 
Although all the people of the village have come together to form 
a large entity like the deep low lands extending over unlimited 
space their minds have not been united. The human mind always 
searches for independence through which it realizes itself. 

The image of Kshanaprava appears before Parashuram’s eyes. 

There lies the sea of humanity. When Parashuram looks back 
he is unable to see its limits. When he looks ahead he loses his 
bearings. Kshanaprava is like a drop of water in the sea. He feels 
that he owes his existence to Kshanaprava. 


99 


SHE cannot control her grief even if she has become the mother 
of eight children. Unconsciously she sheds tears for her dead child. 
He had a tiny and tender face. He was handsome and cute. With 
his tiny eyes as black as bumblebee he used to stare at her eagerly. 
He used to have an enchanting smile on his deep red lips. He was 
uttering indistinct words. Holding him to her bosom and kissing 
him on the face she used to forget all her sorrows. 

Where is that child who had taken away her sorrow? Where 
did he go? 

Now there are eight children with her. One child sits in her 
lap, another on her thigh. One climbs on her back, then on the 
head and plays hide and seek by hiding his face behind the corner 
of her sari. When she holds the youngest one to her bosom he 
gropes for the breasts to suck milk. Ripples of laughter pervade 
the entire orphanage. She is mother of so many children. Although 
she spends her time attending to their needs and taking care of 
them, she feels an aching void in her heart. 
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She feels the absence of her own child whom she had made 
with her own flesh and blood, whom she had eagerly brought up 
with love and affection. One is not content at heart if one brings 
up millions of other women’s children bestowing on them one’s 
entire love and affection. One never gets satisfaction. Of course, 
all children have similar flesh and blood, all smile alike, all walk 
with short unsteady steps, speak indistinctly, all want to be carried 
sidewise, to be kissed, all cry with twisted faces when they are 
frustrated, all insist on doing something or getting something. They 
won't take a ‘no’ far an answer. 

Then what is the difference between one’s own child and the 
child of another? 

A woman finds pleasure in searching for herself in her own 
child. In the same child she also searches for the sweet memories 
of love and affection of that man who had begotten the child. 

The child who she had given birth to is lost. Now he has 
become the stuff of a rare dream. She cannot find her lost child 
among all the children of Mother Earth assembled together. The 
hidden sore of her heart will never be healed. 

The temptation, which had come in her way along with the 
child, is no more with her. His smiling face, bright eyes, athletic 
body and indifferent attitude had stirred her desire during youth. 
He has gone away with some intention. Let him go. He has initiated 
her into the principle of service, shown her the unending path of 
sacred duty—to work for the welfare of the orphans crying with 
pain on roadsides. 

Devaraj alias Dhumaketu has gone away. He has gone away 
for forever. 

Sometimes she thinks of going back to her god-like husband. 
He has sacrificed everything for the divine multitude. She wants 
to bow down at his feet, ask for forgiveness and say: ‘Please pardon 
all my offence. I am not the mother of a single child; I am the 
mother of all orphaned and neglected children. You are their father. 
You adopt all of them and allow me to work for you as a servant.’ 

The child whom she had neglected is also made of the flesh 
and blood of her god-like husband. The same blood flows in her 
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veins which flowed in the veins of the child she has lost. Doesn't 
she want to close her eyes with contentment by holding that child 
to her bosom? Today she is living like a queen. She has earned 
great fame. Now she is a national worker and a leader of women. 

May Kshanaprava live happily, live in joy! 

Tears flowed from Parvati’s anxious eyes. 

Her sleep broke, so also her dream. The muffled sound of 
mid-night was audible. The night of the month of Aswina was 
cool. The eight children were sleeping without any anxiety, still 
she felt empty since she had no baby at the breast. 

The mid-night was making a muffled sound. Parvati closed 
her eyes. 


100 


HEMANGINI said: ‘Prava, do you know what people say about 
those who don't care for criticism? 

Kshanaprava said: ‘They become more critical. Those who 
are afraid of criticism prefer to stay back but criticism bows down 
before those who carry on with their work without caring for it.’ 

‘It may bow down but it has its own impact. Had it been 
otherwise you wouldn't have been dressed like this. Prava, how 
beautiful you look! This simple dress suits you well.’ 

‘Is it so?’ 

‘On my oath, you look like a female ascetic.’ 

Kshanaprava smiled. She looked at the clock. It was four 
o'clock in the afternoon. She has to do a lot of work today. In the 
evening there will be a discussion on language based provincial 
division in Dushmanta’s library downstairs. Several distinguished 
gentlemen of the city have been invited. She will have to entertain 
them. Although all arrangements have been made she won't be 
satisfied unless she personally supervises everything. 

Somebody is writing down Tusharkanti’s suggestions. 
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Dushmanta is noting down something after searching books in 
the library upstairs. He has also requested Kshanaprava to speak 
something. She has no time to read and write down the points she 
would highlight. It is also not necessary. Everybody knows the 
merits and demerits. Only a solution is necessary. One needs to 
think of the various ways of solving the problem. She has no time 
for this; moreover Hemangini has wasted a lot of time by discussing 
nonsensical things. 

Kshanaprava asked: ‘Have you anything more to say” 

‘Are you able to hear things that have not been said” 

‘Hema, 1 know your innermost thoughts. 1 look extremely 
beautiful to your eyes, isn't it? Don't you have the desire to love 
me?’ 

“Yes, I want to love you. I am very much eager to hold you in 
an embrace.’ 

Smilingly Hemangini took Kshanaprava into her arms. 

Moving away a little on the bedstead Kshanaprava spoke with 
a pale face: ‘Hema, don't display your affection anymore. You must 
know how much fine one has to pay when one embraces this body.’ 

Releasing Kshanaprava from her embrace Hemangini said: 
‘] have read about it in magazines and newspapers.’ 

‘Did you believe it?’ 

‘I didn't disbelieve.’ 

“You will believe it if once you ask your husband Abanibabu, 
who has adorned your body with ornaments studded with nine 
gems and whispered loving words in your ear.’ 

Interrupting her Hemangini said: ‘Prava, keep quiet. There 
may be a dark spot on the moon but~ 

‘If the moon has a dark spot, all will be having dark spots. 
Cannot you tolerate your husband being blamed? How do you 
dare to lay the blame on me while staring on my face? How do I 
bear it smilingly? Abanibabu is not free from blemishes.’ 

Hemangini was startled. Getting down from the bedstead 
she stood on the floor and gazed steadily at Kshanaprava’s face. It 
seemed she was burning with anger. 

Getting down onto the floor Kshanaprava held Hemangini’s 
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hand and said: ‘Such things happen. Men bow down before women 
of great beauty. Abanibabu is a man. Don't worry, Hema. I have 
not encouraged him to be too close with me. For that matter I 
have not allowed anybody. I had expected one lakh rupees from 
him as donation for the Home for the Sick. He refused to give it. 
Then I begged you for the money. You also refused to Pay. You can 
guess what Abanibabu, the businessman would have expected from 
me in exchange for his money.’ 

Hemangini’s eyes brimmed with tears. 

Holding her hands Kshanaprava seated her beside herself on 
the bedstead and said: ‘What do 1 have to give in exchange for 
money? I am a maid servant in somebody’s house. I had shouldered 
responsibility to collect money for the Home for the Sick. 

Tears flowed down from Hemangini’s eyes. 

Wiping her tears with a corner of her sari Kshanaprava said: 
‘You are like my younger sister. Do 1 ever take umbrage at your 
remarks? I tolerate all your mockery. I suppress my grief. I never 
had the desire to take away your husband from you and make him 
my own nor do I have that desire now. Moving from place to place, 
seeking for donation I could not achieve my target by collecting 
small amounts of money in exchange for my smile, touch and 
company. So 1 didn’t have another alternative except seeking 
Abanibabu’s help. I didn’t want to bother myself anymore by 
approaching people for donation. Exhausting all my heroism 1 
resolved to retreat. I also wanted to caution you.’ 

‘Did you want to caution me after reducing me to a state of 
ruin?’ 

‘No, I have never wanted to reduce you to a state of ruin. 
Why should I want it? Have I ever brought money from anybody 
for my own happiness and pleasure? Then why shall I reduce 
anybody to a state of ruin? Abanibabu had to pay the price of fifty 
thousand rupees to embrace and kiss me. He is eagerly waiting to 
give me another fifty thousand rupees if I go to bed with him.’ 

Hemangini was shocked to hear it. 

Kshanaprava continued to speak: ‘He has availed the 
opportunity to cut jokes with the childhood friend of his wife 
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and for that he has paid a heavy price. I don't need more money. 
Now it is your responsibility to extract the rest fifty thousand 
rupees from foolish Abanibabu by going to bed with him. Do 
you agree?’ 

Hemangini sighed. Looking at Kshanaprava with anxious eyes 
she asked: ‘Why do you tell these things to me? 

I told you the truth in order to give you a little pain and to 
arouse a little jealousy. Moreover 1 wanted to give you a hint about 
the real self of Kshanaprava. Except these 1 don't have any other 
intention.’ 

‘Does your husband know all these things?’ 

‘Are you curious to know it? Believe me, he knows everything. 
I myself have narrated before him all the incidents, not one by one 
but together. I have done it not once but several times.’ 

‘Didn't you feel ashamed” 

‘Why should 1 feel ashamed? For him his ideal is more 
important than his wife. He had ordered me to go through the 
ordeal to fulfill his ideal. Hema, all men are foolish. There is no 
difference between ‘Tusharkanti and Abanibabu.’ 

‘Doesn't Tusharbabu hate to kiss you and make love to you? 

‘He has deprived himself of the right to kiss me and make 
love to me. He has pushed me to the position of a friend after 
liberating me from conjugal ties. He has heaped praise in stead of 
blame on me. Bowing with folded hands, instead of hating, he has 
bidden good bye to me. Now I am not dependent on him. I am 
free.’ 

‘Then why are you staying here?’ 

‘You want to know-why 1 am staying here? Adorning me 
with ornaments studded with gems I was working as a maid servant 
in this house. I was then the wife of Tusharkanti who is both 
handicapped and helpless and dependent on his friend. Being free 
from the responsibilities of a wife I am staying here as Dushmanta’s 
friend and guest. That is why you see this change. My ideals differ 
from those of Tusharkanti and Dushmanta.’ 

‘Then why have you become the mistress of this house?’ 

‘I am under an obligation, can you set me free?’ 
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“Your freedom lies in your hands.’ 

‘I understand. But- 

‘Why do you hesitate? Tusharkanti has set you free. Has he 
set you free to tie down my brother Dushmanta with your love? 

‘You are a fool! You are afraid of an imaginary ghost. You 
find Abanibabu’s weakness in Dushmanta. You suspect me and 
fear me because you are an affectionate sister. I could not venture 
to ask Dushmanta anything as long as 1 was proud of being 
Tusharkanti’s wife. You have also never tried to make him a family 
man; never asked him to get married. You know he will laugh your 
words away and wont give any reply. Today 1 won't hesitate to ask 
him about his marriage.’ 

‘Would you ask him, Prava? Can you persuade him to marry?” 

TH try.’ 

‘Do you give me your word? 

“Yes, but you won't hold me responsible for the consequences.’ 

‘What will be the consequences? I know he will do what you 
say. If you could persuade him to marry you will be doing a great 
deed. My parents would bless you from the heaven. As one forgets 
a nightmare 1 would forget the treachery you have done to me, 
although you call me your friend. You could atone for the sins you 
have committed.’ 

With anxiety-ridden eyes Hemangini stared at Prava's face. 

A faint smile appeared on Kshanaprava’s face. She didn' reply. 


101 


THE friends have departed. Sitting alone Dushmanta was 
pondering over the discussions they had in the evening. Several 
friends spoke several things on language based provincial division. 
He also expressed his opinion. Tusharkanti’s essay containing his 
well thought out views was read. Kshanaprava spoke out her 
thoughts briefly. Natarbarbabu closed the meeting with his brief 
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presidential remarks. Kshanaprava was very prompt in entertaining 
the guests. 

All were excited about language-based states. Dushmanta is 
not in favour of it. His opinion is that while dividing India into 
different provinces language and culture should initially be taken 
into consideration as far as possible. The demarcated boundaries 
of those provinces should remain unaltered for all time to come. If 
people from other provinces come to settle within the boundaries 
of a particular province they will have to learn the language of that 
province besides the state language. In that case the problem of 
the linguistic minority won't be there. Those who come to settle in 
the new province will gradually make the language of the province 
their mother tongue within one generation. The caste barrier has 
become weak. It won't exist any more and it should not exist. A 
person will create new relationship in the province he prefers to 
stay. In this way the whole of India can become one nation. 
Language based provinces will bring unity to India. There won't 
be scope for unnecessary controversy. 

Tusharkanti doesn't agree with his views. He thinks the word; 
‘culture’ is being used wrongly. There is only one culture in whole 
of India. The little differences with regard to manners and customs 
due to distance and linguistic differences can be easily excluded 
from the mainstream culture. It will be enough to form the 
provinces on the basis of language. Of course, if it is done Utkal 
Pradesh may lose Medinipur. But the country needs the 
development of all its provinces. The Bengali speaking people of 
Medinipur who once were Oriyas, have now become Bengalis. If 
they are not facing any problem why should they desire Medinipur 
to be united with Utkal Pradesh? Again why the Oriyas of Utkal 
Pradesh should be worried about them? Following this principle 
we should think of other provinces. One is amused to see the 
existing division of provinces. Those are irregular in shape. If the 
whole India is one nation why should its provinces have ridiculous 
boundary lines? Let the provinces be demarcated by national 
borders. If a small part of one linguistic region is incorporated 
into a different province the people of that part of the region should 
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adopt the language of their new province as their mother tongue. 
Until this is done the government of the province, in its own 
interest, should make provision for the education of the linguistic 
minority. 

Gopal’s opinion is different. He wants the country to be 
divided into thirty or forty equal parts. He wants straight lines to 
be drawn. Of course, natural borders may be accepted in case rivers 
and mountains pose obstacles. There should not be anything called 
provincial language. From the beginning people would learn the 
state language. The ancient literature of the provinces should be 
translated into the state language. There won't be any harm if the 
population of a province would be more than that of another 
province. Automatically the population will be equal in all the 
provinces. 

Abanibabu feels that all the provinces of India should get 
equal opportunity to improve their condition because the whole 
of India is one nation. There should not be gross disparity in per 
capita income between one state and another. The economy of the 
country should be planned in such a way that the value of the 
assets and the per capita income of the provinces will be equal as 
far as practicable. It may be difficult but it won't be impossible. 
Maybe there will be more than one language in a province. If the 
state language is made compulsory at all levels from the beginning, 
the linguistic problem will be solved within a few years. The 
development of the other languages may be left in the care of the 
people speaking those languages. Neither the country nor the 
province should interfere with them. 

Kshanaprava’s opinion is that nothing will be gained by 
quarreling over language. Those who promote the idea of creating 
provinces on the basis of language and are eager to increase the 
size of the territory and number of population of their province by 
severing a part of another province and incorporating it into their 
own are very much suspicious. Do they think India cannot exist as 
a monolithic state and will break into pieces in future as it had 
happened in the past? Had they no such idea in their mind they 
won't be so much eager to increase the size of the territory of their 
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own province. They have an uncertain apprehension about the 
future of the country. Hence they don't treat the country but the 
province as their own. Kshanaprava thinks that the existing 
boundaries of all the provinces should be obliterated. India should 
be divided into four of five provinces and all those should be under 
direct control of the central government. No other language except 
the state language should be used for the purposes of education 
and government administration. The development of other 
languages should be left to the care of those who speak those 
languages. 

It is not easy to determine whose opinion is right and whose 
opinion is wrong. Each opinion has a positive and negative aspect. 
‘To do something a firm decision is necessary. No problem can be 
solved by carrying on arguments. 

Dushmanta continued to think. He is burdened with all those 
problems. He has to find out a solution. He felt restless. It is mid- 
night. Yet he is unable to sleep. The electric light appears irritating. 
The mild wind of the fan feels cool to the body. Several friends 
had come to his house. T hey spent two days merrily in one another’s 
company. Today all have left his place. He is feeling lonely. 

Why should he be worried about the problem of division of 
the country into provinces? Who needs his suggestions? What is 
the value of his suggestions? Let those people who are burdened 
with that problem think about it. Why should he lose the peace of 
his solitary life setting his mind to all these problems? 

Dushmanta turned over the letters lying on the table one by 
one. For the last two days he had not checked his mail. He went 
through the letters. Several unknown persons have written letters. 
Some have invited him, some have congratulated him and some 
others have appealed for donation. Kshanaprava will take care of 


donation. He, therefore, set aside the letters containing appeals for 
help. 
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DUSHMANTA could not put aside one such letter. The envelope 
bore several stamps. He got a letter from the envelope. It had been 
written carelessly and the handwriting was ugly. 

He read the letter: Since we don’t want a grain of your wealth 
as charity, we won't sing paeans of praise for you. We think that you are 
a hypocrite. You may deceive others and speak loudly that you are a 
patriot, a social worker and a friend of the poor; but we know your real 
self. If a man is rich he can donate some money and pose as a patriot, a 
generous giver like Karna, a social worker and a friend of the poor. 
Living in a palatial building, delivering lectures in big halls provided 
with electric light and fans, it is easy to talk big. Isn't it2 

Have you ever waded through mud? Have you ever braved sun 
and rain, storms and tempests, experienced thirst and hunger, tolerated 
the tyranny of mosquitoes and bugs, my friend? Have you ever watched 
over a sick orphan at his bedside at night without going to sleep? Would 
you kindly think of it once? Have you ever risked your life for others? 

Then how do you dare to introduce yourself as the friend of the 
poor? 

Do you know in which corner of the world this village named 
Chandaka is situated? This village is situated in a dark impenetrable 
forest of an uncivilized native state, which you call an agency. 

Here the inhabitants are two-legged beasts. You have segregated 
these tribals from your society. They don’t know how to speak, how to 
eat and how to wear clothes. Tigers, bears, snakes, malaria and black 
fever are their eternal enemies. Come here once to see their condition. 
The mask of patriotism will automatically fall off your face. Don't you 
want to civilize these two-legged beasts? Don't you have the desire to 
teach them how to speak and to provide them with food and clothing? 

We don’t want money. We want you to come here. You make them 
civilized by staying and mixing with them. Then only you can become 
a real social worker and a patriot. Your consciences will no more bire 
you. Would you come here? All of us are eagerly waitng for you. Can 
you be close to us? Will you give us the opportunity to be close with you? 
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Some one called Sagar Bhatara has written the letter. He is a 
tribal worker. The letter bears the seal of Patangi post office. 

It is a strange letter but the contents of the letter are not false. 
How has he spent his time after leaving the legal profession? He 
has tried to do some social work with his father’s money, but who 
has really done the work? 

Tusharkanti and Kshanaprava have done the real work. He 
has not given them any other help except money. Nothing can be 
achieved by delivering lecturers. How will he dare to call himself a 
social worker and a patriot? To do something for the country and 
the people he has never waded through mud, never braved sun 
and rain, storms and cyclones, and never experienced hunger and 
starvation. 

Is he then a civilized man imprisoned inside a huge building? 
Is he a fake human being? 

He has not seen the real world. He has not fought against 
adversity either for himself or for others. He has only dreamt of 
big things while enjoying the hoarded wealth, land and landed 
estate of his ancestors. Handing over a fragment of the hoarded 
property to the real social workers he has earned reputation in 
society. This reputation is hollow! Tusharkanti works for the Home 
Jor the Destitute, Natabar for the School for Universal Education, 
Kshanaprava for the Home for the Sick, Parvati for the Orphanage, 
Chandrakala for the Destitute Women’s’ Home, Harihar for the 
Association for the Unification of India, Balakrishna for the Literary 
Society and Arun for the Flood Relief Committee. All of them are 
social workers. They are the servants of the people. 

But what is he? 

He is a civilized human being imprisoned inside a huge 
building! 

Who has made him a prisoner, an invalid and a cripple? 

A beautiful woman is dancing with many poses in the dark 
recesses of his mind. She is coming to him on her own accord but 
is receding like the waves of the sea when he is stretching his hand 
to catch her. 

Who is that deceitful woman? 
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IS Kshanaprava that woman? 

He feels shy and his mind is startled when he thinks of her. 
A weakness for her begins to lurk in his subconscious mind. His 
conscious self dismisses the weakness on the ground that only long 
back he had the weakness when he was in the prime of youth and 
burning with desire. During those days the idea of Kshanaprava 
had incarnated in his mind. Kshanaprava did not marry 
Dushmanta, she married Tusharkanti. 

Dushmanta remained a bachelor. People misunderstood him. 
Actually Dushmanta did not marry for a different reason. He 
avoided marriage neither for Kshanaprava nor for being a frustrated 
lover. He is not that weak. He abandoned the fanciful idea forever. 
His determination could overcome his weakness. For him love of 
the country became more important than the love of an ordinary 
woman. He dedicated his life to the cause of the country and its 
people. He pledged his allegiance to the country, not to 
Kshanaprava. 

He has never been anxious about Kshanaprava. T he suffering 
of Tusharkanti, his dear friend, perturbed him. He gave him shelter 
in his house and handed over half of his property to him for the 
use of the helpless people. 

He has been respectful towards Kshanaprava, his friend's wife. 
He has also accepted her as a friend. He has never harbored any 
weakness for her in his mind. He has self-confidence and faith in 
God. 

People misunderstood him. They projected their own guilty 
consciousness into the sacred relationship. Impolite and ugly 
criticism appeared in newspapers and magazines. He has preserved 
all those newspapers and magazines that had published criticism 
and cartoons. He sometimes opens those to see the cartoons and 
read the criticism. From those newspapers and magazines he gets 
a picture of people’s ugly tastes. He becomes angry with them and 
sneers at them and uses contemptuous words against them. Still 
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he appears to have a guilty conscience, which he is unable to ease. 

Kshanaprava has been relieved of all public responsibility. 
She doesn’t come out anymore. Why does she move about 
inside the house in the attire of a female ascetic? He need not 
ask her. Everybody has his or her own taste. Why should one 
oppose it? He has no right to ask anything to the wife of his 
blind friend. 

Kshanaprava looks beautiful in the attire of a female ascetic. 
She resembles Kshanaprava of the past when she was unmarried. 
Dushmanta’s weak and unsteady mind harks back to the same past 
when he was worshipping her image and pining to make her own. 
Now Kshanaprava, the wife of his friend is standing on the grave 
of the past. She inspires wonder and commands respect. 

Without anybody’s knowledge he has made a will that 
Tusharkanti would inherit the rest of his movable property hoarded 
up by his ancestors. 

People will misunderstand him. What harm will they do? 
Maybe, once again one or two cartoons and some adverse criticism 
will appear in newspapers and magazines. Those will be uglier and 
more obscene. People will see, read, laugh and be amused. 

Opening the drawer he brought out a bundle of papers and 
put those on the table. He went through a newspaper. Reading a 
news item he thought that such news reflected people’s ugly and 
unholy thoughts. Who cares for such news? Such news may again 
appear once or twice but Dushmanta won't be there to see or 
read it. By that time he would have gone to a far-off place. One 
cannot really serve unless one is poor and away from friends and 
relatives. Handing over responsibility of all the institutions to 
Tusharkanti and Kshanaprava he will go away. No one will know 
about it. 

But he will think and decide when and where to go. 
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KSHANAPRAVA was thinking about her future course of action. 
But she could not take any decision. 

If she leaves the present environment breaking off all relations 
she will find several ways outside. She will go wherever her mind 
will lead her. She has been liberated, she is free. The man for whom 
she was concerned has relieved her from wifely duties. She doesn't 
want to stay in this house for a moment bearing the burden of 
another's responsibility. She has worked according to her ability 
for the welfare of those orphans, invalids and sick ones for whom 
she was worried. She has quietly tolerated all humiliation and 
criticism with humility. Many people will come forward to take 
care of them. 

It is the month of Aswina. The autumn moon is sending out 
cool beams from the sky. This crescent moon has gone down in 
the western sky. She is feeling cold. The atmosphere is quiet. No 
sound is heard. Standing alone on the roof Kshanaprava is thinking: 
Maybe, this will be the last night for her in this building. She has 
spent several Ashinas*® here with the usual share of happiness and 
sorrow. Here she has bidden farewell to her mother-in-law and 
Sukanti who was more affectionate than her mother. They were 
two sacred souls. 

She looked at the sky. There were innumerable lustreless stars. 
They were twinkling. It seemed she heard a silent voice from the 
limitless expanse of the sky: ‘Don't misunderstand me, my daughter. 
You are not an outsider in this house. This house is yours. 1 had 
given you all responsibility including the responsibility of that mad 
chap Dushmanta. Why should you worry about social criticism? 
You are pure and spotless. T’he responsibility of recalcitrant 
Dushmanta lies with you. He loves you, respects you and fears 
you. He is attached only to you. Will you leave him-? 

Will you leave him and go away, my daughter?’ 

She also seemed to hear the incorporeal voice of her deceased 
mother-in-law that came floating on the waves of moonlight from 
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the vast expanse of the sky: ‘Do you want to leave Tusharkanti and 
go away? ‘To leave the husband is not the ideal of a Hindu wife. 
Will the wife go away if the husband becomes indifferent towards 
her? Will she go away from him if he asks for it with folded hands? 
You had alienated yourself from the ideal of a wife by carrying out 
your husband’s orders. You need to atone for it. Prostrating yourself 
at your husband’s feet beg him to pardon you. You are fit to be 
pardoned. My Tushar is not a mad person. He will accept you. 
Your sulking doesn't look decent.’ 

Has she resolved to go away sulking over Tusharkanti’s neglect 
of duty? 

If it is not so, why should she go away? 

She will go away to assert her personality. Wherever she goes, 
she will continue to be Tushar’s wife. Tushar has occupied both 
her mind and heart. Her love for him has remained intact but 
Tusharkanti does not need his wife, Kshanaprava anymore. His 
useless wife has come doz} to the position of a friend. What can 
be more painful than being a neglected wife? 

That is why she is determined to go away from him. 

The bell was sounded at a distance. It was one o'clock at night. 

Kshanaprava began to think. Why should she delay? She saw 
light in Dushmanta’s room. Dushmanta has not yet gone to sleep. 
Every day he remains awake like this till mid-night. What does he 
do till late night? She has never tried to know. She is not curious 
to know it but today she will go to him, reveal her innermost 
thoughts and oblige Hemangini by doing her the favour she has 
asked for. 

His hidden desire will be revealed. His suppressed emotions 
will be released. He will lose his self-control. Let all this happen. 
She had rebuffed his desire. Maybe, to satisfy his restless desire he 
will run at her overstepping the bounds of politeness and losing 
his self-control. Many lecherous men have run at her like that. 
Forgetting their situation, time and age they have become anxious 
to possess and embrace Kshanaprava who is an embodiment of 
youth and beauty. 


Dushmanta will also run at him. 
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Kshanaprava was excited. This will be the last meeting with 
him. This will be her last night at this place. Why will she hesitate? 
Maybe, he will grant his request and agree to marry. If he agrees 
she need not be worried. There are many beautiful and educated 
girls in this world. Niharika, her sister-in-law who has been brought 
up by her will be a good match. 
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SHE stood in front of Dushmanta’s room. 

The door of the room was closed. Behind the blue curtain of 
the window she saw bright electric light. Everything inside the 
room was visible from outside. 

She raised her hand to knock on the door. But her hand 
trembled. Her lips began to quiver, her chest heaved. How will she 
venture to call him? 

It was past mid-night. Outside the house the cool light of 
the moon was streaming from the sky. The night was quiet and 
lonesome. Her body was brimming with youth and voluptuous 
beauty that has made people mad. The desire for being a mother 
was lurking in an unknown corner of her heart. She is a young 
woman. She has been estranged from her husband. Now she is not 
his wife, she is his friend. 

She is young. 

It’s a lonesome quiet night! 

Dushmanta is inside the room. He is young, vigorous and 
handsome. He has been waiting for somebody till now. 

For whom is he waiting? For whom has he made so much 
sacrifice? For whom has he been indifferent to obscene remarks 
and ugly criticism, and spent sleepless nights smilingly? 

How will she face her? 

Kshanaprava’s body was electrified and she was fired with 
desire. It was a lonely night. How will she call him, talk with him 
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and liberate herself from his bear-hug? 

No, she cannot do all these things. 

She came near the window. Beyond the window screen, sitting 
on a chair, Dushmanta was looking at something attentively. His 
face was looking pale. His eyes were eager and there was a 
suppressed smile on his lips. 

He took a book. He tore its pages to pieces and threw the 
same into the dustbin. He took another book and did the same 
thing. He has the same enchanting and rapturous look, the same 
hidden enthusiasm. He has curiosity in his eyes. She could not 
know why a smile was manifested in his trembling lips. He was 
tearing the pages and, bending down, throwing the torn pieces 
into the wastebasket. 

What has happened? The question arose in Kshanaprava’s 
mind. Her bewildered eyes were searching for an answer. 

Was it the answer? She saw Dushmanta raising a magazine 
slowly from the table with both of his hands. Tears appeared in his 
eyes and he held the magazine close to his face. He began to kiss 
it. His eye lids were closing slowly. 

‘The wall clock struck. It was two o'clock at night. 

Dushmanta was startled. He opened his eyes. The magazine 
dropped from his hand. He became grave. Anger was noticeable 
in his eyes. Moving the chair with a thud he walked some distance 
from the table. He gazed steadily at the table for a moment. Then 
he tore the magazines not one by one but in bundles. He tore 
those into pieces and threw the torn pieces into the waste-bin. He 
continued to do it. 

Kshanaprava understood everything. 

Her eyes brightened. She has got answers to all the questions. 
She has seen all those magazines. 

This Dushmanta is a hypocrite, an impostor. The suffering 
of his blind friend has never moved him to tears. Never has he 
been anxious about the well-being of his blind helpless friend. All 
the while he has been burning with passion for Kshanaprava. 
Politeness and cowardice have prevented him from revealing his 
weakness. Kshanaprava’s firmness has kept Dushmanta away from 
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her and made him to lower his eyes to the ground. The weakness 
in his heart has made him generous, frustrated, apathetic, and 
honest. 

He is trying to possess the shadow of a woman whose body 
of flesh and blood he could not make his own. He takes pleasure 
in possessing the cartoons and the criticisms. Society creates a lively 
image out of an obscene idea based on conjecture and is amused 
by it. The same idea serves Dushmanta’s purpose. He sees the 
reflection of his hidden interest and the secret desire of his heart 
in the pages of newspapers and magazines. By giving shape to his 
idea he becomes a lover and finds pleasure. 

Still she was doubtful. 

Dushmanta had a multifaceted personality. All the aspects of 
his personality are harmoniously combined like the seven colours 
of the rainbow and innumerable rays of light, seen and unseen, 
known and unknown! The finer aspect of his personality has 
overcome the obscene aspect. His firmness has controlled his 
restlessness. 

Is everyone’s personality like that of Dushmanta? Is one’s 
personality a combination of various traits? When one particular 
trait of one’s personality dominates other traits one becomes known 
to the word by that personality trait. 

Which aspect of Dushmanta’s personality is dominant? 

He is an ideal friend, possibly an ideal lover, a patriot, a social 
worker and a gentle man. Why shall he be a hypocrite and an 
imposter? The weaker aspects of his personality are like the dirt of 
his mind. Who is responsible for the conflicts in the mind of such 
a great personality? 

The electric light inside the room was switched off. 

The bedstead creaked. 

Dushmanta went to sleep. He has won. 

Who is responsible for his restlessness? 

Kshanaprava herself is responsible! Her presence and her 
closeness are responsible. Today she has realized everything. No 
more she will stay here. Let Hemangini take care of her brother. 
Let the rich man’s family lie behind. She will go away to a far-off 
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place, a very far-off place where she will serve and take care of the 
divine multitude by the sweat of her brow on an empty stomach. 
She will distance herself from Dushmanta’s anxieties, Tusharkanti’s 
hidden mockery and Niharika’s lurking suspicion. At that place 
men won't run to her eagerly with lustful hungry eyes to embrace 
her beautiful body of flesh and blood, to satisfy their primitive 
urge and the desire for begetting children. There the sacred and 
pure desire for motherhood will greatly inspire her to adopt 
innumerable children of the world. 

She will go away to a far-off place. 

She stopped in front of Tusharkanti’s room. Rays of blue light 
are coming through the gap in the door. He is not yet asleep. Is he 
thinking that he is following the shadow of an ideal for which he 
has alienated himself from Kshanaprava and Kshanaprava has 
become an adulteress? Is he weighing once again his ideal against 
his wife in order to know the relative worth of the two? 
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NOT once but several times Tushar has weighed his ideal against 
his wife. Today he is having a stormy debate in his mind. 

The number of helpless people in the Home for the Destitute 
is increasing day by day. Several new buildings have been 
constructed. A number of employees have been appointed to take 
care of the handicapped people. Still there is lack of space and 
dearth of money. Wherefrom would they get money? What will 
happen to the institution when the wants will be beyond control? 
People who will come here hoping for shelter will go back. 
Kshanaprava has kept herself aloof from all work. He doesn’t dare 
to approach her. 

There is no way other than leaving the institution in the hands 
of the public. Maybe, in the existing situation the method adopted 
by Parashuram is right. The destitute of a particular place will stay 
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at the same place. But will the country adopt this method? They 
cannot proceed further nor can they retreat. His friend Dushmanta 
wont agree to be relieved of the responsibility by leaving the 
institution in the hands of the public. Let him bear the 
responsibility. 

‘Tushar no more wants to take any trouble. He also wants 
freedom. He has humiliated Kshanaprava. The wife who has done 
her duty by carrying out her husband’s orders, came out 
triumphantly after going through the dreadful ordeal, asserted 
openly before him without any hesitation that she is not polluted, 
is not the one whom he can estrange by calling her a friend, a 
goddess and a respectable woman. Piteously she has begged for 
her husband’s love and for the independent and sacred family life 
of a poor man. She is no adulteress! 

Doesn't he have any duty for his wife? Will he bank on his 
friend’s help and alienate his wife because he is blind? The poor 
woman who begs alms of others in order to appease hunger by 
holding the hand of her blind husband has also a family. There is 
happiness and pleasure in that family. Kshanaprava wanted the 
same happiness and pleasure. Those were her rightful claims. 

Without acceding to her claims he has repeatedly driven her 
away but she is there with him, though alienated. She has silently 
protested against his indifference and sulked over his neglect. 
Though educated and intelligent, and the daughter of a rich 
zamindar, still she has not taken umbrage at his behaviour. She 
has performed the duties of a wife and entreated him for a happy 
family life. 

Tushar knows Kshanaprava won't come anymore to entreat 
him. Though she is physically near to him she is mentally alienated. 

It happened four days ago. Sitting beside him Kshanaprava 
was reading to him from the newspaper. Jt was about 8 p.m. 
She read unhesitatingly: Kshanaprava Devi has severed her 
relation with all institutions. She has not given any reason for her 
action. On enquiry, our news correspondent has Jound that she is 
ill. We hope, she will recover soon from her illness and assume charge 
of the institutions. The nation is grateful to her for her efforts and 
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enthusiasm with which the institutions could be built up. 

Tusharkanti sighed. He asked: ‘Have you fallen ill, Prava? 

‘It is the opinion of the newspaper.’ 

‘What is your opinion?’ 

He didn’t get any reply from Kshanaprava. Again he asked: 
‘Why are you silent? Don't you see how people are anxious about 
your health? Can't you understand how high your position in the 
eyes of our countrymen is? I am proud of you.’ 

Still, Tushar didn’t get any reply. He was startled to hear his 
own words. During the silence that followed many questions 
cropped up in his mind: ‘Can the newspaper editor’s opinion be 
equated with public opinion? Does a social worker work to go 
up in the estimation of his countrymen? Why should he feel 
proud? Like thousands of others he is a friend of Kshanaprava. 
Should a wife forget herself and sacrifice herself at her husband’s 
behest? When a wife pollutes herself to fulfill the wishes of her 
husband, achieves her mission with foul means, comes back 
exhausted to her husband and admits the sins she has committed, 
should she be welcomed into her husband’s bosom or told roughly 
to go away? 

He has been unjust towards his wife. She has been following 
her like a shadow and carrying out his orders ungrudgingly for 
years together. Is she not an ideal wife? Isn't it his duty to fulfill 
her wishes and walk hand in hand with her? 

He has committed a blunder. Groping for Kshanaprava he 
tried to hold her hands. His anxious heart prompted him to forget 
all misunderstandings of the past, to hold her to his bosom and to 
whisper in her ears: ‘I am a sinner, kindly forgive me.’ 

Tusharkanti stood up. Groping with his hands he called: 
‘Prava, Prava? 

Kshanaprava had left the place before some time. She didn't 
wait to hear what Tushar was saying. She was not interested to 
hear it. She is not bound to answer his questions. She is not his 
wife, she is his friend. 

Tusharkanti has been thinking about Kshanaprava for the 
last four days. He has thought deeply about all the incidents of his 
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life, Kshanaprava’s involvement with each incident and her impact 
on them. Whenever he has thought of these he has reached the 
same conclusion: Kshanaprava is intelligent and she is concerned 
about the world. She is pure and spotless. His ideal won't lag behind 
if he gives her company. He will adopt Kshanaprava’s ideals and 
respect her wishes. 

He has been eager for the last four days to reveal his innermost 
feelings before Kshanaprava. Kshanaprava comes to her, does all 
his work but he has not got the opportunity to open his heart to 
her. 

After the meeting the friends took leave of him. Dushmanta 
went to the railway station to see them off. Holding Tusharkanti’s 
hand Kshanaprava led him to his bedroom. 

‘Tusharkanti held Kshanaprava’s hand. He said to her: ‘Please 
sit down.’ 

Kshanaprava said: ‘I have a lot of work to do.’ 

‘All right, sit down for a while. May I ask you a question?’ 

Kshanaprava released her hand from his grip. Suppressing 
her grief she said: ‘I am not bound to answer anybody’s question. 
You have liberated me from the bonds of marriage. 1 am grateful 
to you for this.’ 

‘Tushar extended his hand. He said: ‘Are you sulking? Are 
you angry with me?’ 

Moving backwards Kshanaprava said: ‘You have freed me 
from these two weaknesses. That is why I am thankful to you.’ 

Kshanaprava went away. 

Tushar smiled. She has not been liberated from the bonds of 
marriage. She is filled with resentment and anger. Her conduct 
reveals that their bond is eternal. Prava has laughed away his 
excitement. His sulking wife has hidden all her love in her heart. 
She is filled with pride for being a wife. 

She is his Prava. She is forever his. 
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TOMORROW morning he himself will go to her to beg her 
pardon. He will confess his guilt before his sulking wife and say: 
‘Let Dushmanta shoulder his responsibilities; let the public bear 
the burden of their duties. You hold my hand and lead me away to 
a place of your choice. You also guide Niru by holding her hand. 
She is very dear to us. As she is helpless, she is your responsibility.’ 

Soon Tusharkanti was fast asleep. 

He had a dream which came surreptitiously. His doting wife 
Kshanaprava was with him. He was whispering loving words in 
her ears: ‘Look at the open sky; the green fields, the bright moonlit 
night and the mango grove on the roadside. Our small cottage 
inside the grove is very much like heaven. This is not a prison like 
my friend’s mansion, which you had equated with hell. This is our 
heaven. Here you will be blessed with a child.’ 

He planted an exhilarating soulful kiss on her chin. 

Tusharkanti was having this happy dream. He was fast asleep. 

Kshanaprava was standing beside Tushar’s bed. She was 
thinking of awakening him from sleep. But she changed her mind. 
For him his own ideal was more important than his wife. He has 
got peace of mind by abandoning his wife and has been able to 
sleep peacefully. She doesn't want to be an obstacle to his happy 
and peaceful life. She will go away from him. 

‘Tears of suppressed grief streamed from her eyes like the 
incessant rain in the month of Shravan. Standing silently beside 
the bedstead Kshanaprava gazed steadfastly at her husband’s face. 
Several thoughts floated through her mind. She felt like stooping 
down to kiss her cruel husband who was asleep. She wanted to 
bare her heart once again to her husband and say: ‘I am innocent 
and spotless. I have only carried out your orders. Don't throw me 
out. I am not merely a friend I am your wife! 1 beg you to pardon 
me. Come, hold my hand. We shall go away to that distant hamlet. 
There we have our hut under the open sky in a mango grave by the 
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roadside. There are green fields of corn all around. The place is 
flooded by moonlight. There, in our small hut surrounded by green 
fields of corn, we will have a tender baby who will be divine, cute 
and handsome. My desire for motherhood has been suppressed 
due to lack of freedom in this prison like mansion. Come on.’ 

Kshanaprava started crying. 

Tusharkanti was smiling during sleep. He was having a happy 
dream that Kshanaprava was sitting on his lap and tears were 
flowing from her sulky eyes. It appeared as if the cataract that had 
caused his blindness had been removed from his eyes. He was able 
to see everything. He was wiping tears from Prava’s eyes with his 
own hands. He was requesting her to forget the past incidents and 
begging for her pardon. Again he was embracing her, embracing 
her tightly, kissing passionately, and planting innumerable soulful 
kisses on her cheeks. 

Tusharkanti had a smile on his face. 

The blue light was burning brightly. 

Kshanaprava suppressed her grief. Her husband is cruel and 
stony-hearted. He won't deviate from his ideals. Let him live 
happily and peacefully. Kshanaprava will go away from him. 

She made obeisance to him with folded hands. With legs 
trembling she came out of the room, closed the doors and looked 
around. The light burning in Dushmanta’s room was switched off. 

‘The moon has set. 

Darkness has spread. 

Kshanaprava wiped tears from her eyes. It appeared as if she 
had gone mad. Her clothes were falling off her body. Her chignon 
was untwisted. Her chest was heaving, her legs were unsteady! She 
was determined to leave. She would go away breaking her long 
attachment. Nobody can stop her. 

She is free, she has been liberated! 
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ENTERING inside the room Kshanaprava saw someone passing 
by her in the dark. She was startled. She switched on the light. 
The electric light began to burn. The room was lit up. The middle 
door was open. 

Niharika was standing there. She was trembling with fear. 
Her face was looking grave. She looked at her in astonishment. 
Perhaps she wanted to ask something. Though her lips trembled, 
she could not utter a word. She was gazing steadfastly at her. 
Kshanaprava is her sister-in-law. She incarnates all the blame, 
slanders, stains, ridicule, suspicion and pretension of the world. 
Pretending self-sacrifice, claiming to be a social worker and 
swearing self-control she has deceived her and others and 
descended into the abyss of hell. Taking advantage of the blindness 
of her husband and foolishness of her sister-in-law she has been 
committing adultery. 

Is it possible on the part of Kshanaprava, her sister-in-law? 

She had a dream. The doubts in her mind and the scandals 
spread by the people were manifested in that dream. All the 
criticisms, cartoons, and all the letters she had read were animated 
and had acted like motion pictures on the dark screen of her mind. 
‘Tears had streamed from her sleepy eyes. After some time her sleep 
had broken and all the scenes had disappeared. Darkness had spread 
all around. Niharika was lying alone on the bed. She was palpitating 
with fear. Sati was sleeping to the side of the wall. 

She felt guilty. Her sister-in-law is affection incarnate. She 
has a heart of gold. Bowing at her feet she would beg her pardon 
for the ugliness of the dream she had. 

She opened the door of the bedroom. 

She was startled. The door leading to the veranda was open. 
The room was in the dark. The bed was empty. She shouted: Nuau- 
nuau— 

There was no answer. Where did she go at such late hour in 
the night? Where does she go like this? 
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She came to the veranda. There was suspicion in her mind. 
Her heart was palpitating with fear. Darkness had spread all around. 
Some light was coming out only from Dushmanta’s room through 
the window. Her sister-in-law was standing beside that window. 

The light was switched off in Dushmantababu’s room. Then 
everything was in the dark. 

Niharika started crying. She came back to her room. She has 
understood everything. She is no more a child. With her face down 
on her sister-in-law’s bedstead she continued to cry. She was boiling 
with anger and humiliation. Now she has understood the meaning 
of Dushmantababu’s magnanimity and come to know about the 
ideal of self-control of her sister-in-law who has gone astray. All 
are deceitful and fake. Why should she tolerate them? Let them 
playact. Today she will tell everything to her brother and, holding 
his blind brother's hand, she will go away from this hell like 
mansion to beg in the street. 

She will go to her brother and tell him all this. 

She came to the veranda; Dushmantababu’s room has been 
lighted again. From this side of the veranda her sister-in-law was 
walking towards her. The light in Dushmanta’s room was switched 
off. Her sister-in-law was nearing her. 

She could not go to her brother. 

She entered the room. 

She saw Kshanaprava standing before her. How beautiful she 
looked! How beautifully was she attired! It was mid-night. All 
were asleep. Where had she been at this late hour of the night? 
Why did she give a bewildering look? 

Kshanaprava asked: ‘Nira, why are you staring at me like a 
fool? Did you have a dream? Are you frightened? 

Niharika’s eyes brimmed with tears. 

‘Nira, why are you crying? 

In a trembling voice Niharika said: ‘Why did you go to brother 
Dushmanta’s room at this late hour of the night?’ 

After putting this question she began to shiver with fear. Is it 
unjust to ask such a question? Has she committed a mistake? How 


did she dare to ask such a question? Why did she ask? What will 
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she think of her? Her sister-in-law has brought her up and taught 
her how to speak, read and write. She has given her moral lessons 
on good and evil. She has committed a great blunder by asking 
such a question. Prostrating at her feet she will beg her pardon. 

Kshanaprava understood the implication of Nira’s question. 
It seemed as if the thunderbolt struck on her head. The world 
spun before her eyes. Could a small child like Nira suspect her 
character? Could she dare to ask such a question? Why should she 
blame others? Being unable to control her grief she asked in return: 
‘Nira, why did you ask this question? 

Covering her face with both hands Nira began to cry. She 
couldn't decide what to say. 

Kshanaprava smiled at her. Holding her hand she asked softly: 
‘Nira, do you suspect your sister-in-law? Tell me, frankly.’ 

Niharika moved away from her. She knew that she wouldn't 
be able to express her innermost thought. She may beg her pardon 
lying prostrate at her feet but her mistake cannot be rectified. She 
has committed a blunder, on offence. How can she look at the pale 
face of her sister-in-law? 

Without giving any reply she entered her bedroom through 
the middle door. Shutting the door with a bang she bolted it. With 
her face down on the bedstead she began to cry. 

Kshanaprava thought for a moment. Even Nira suspected 
her character. The child only for whom she was worried and 
confined to the place also regards her as a disgraceful and immoral 
woman. 

This will do her good. Henceforth she won't feel sorry for 
Kshanaprava. Her feeling of hatred won't bring tears to her eyes. 
While trying to console her brother she can say: ‘Brother, my sister- 
in-law has strayed from the right path. Don’t feel sorry for her. I 
myself have seen— 

Let Nira cry; cry as much as she likes and exhaust all her 
tears. 

It is good that Niharika has suspected her. 

Tears trickled down her cheeks. 
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A newspaper has published the news: Dushmantababu has gone into 
exile after willing all his property to Tusharkanti. 

—Beforehand Mrs Kshanaprava had severed relation from all 
the institutions. The news correspondent had got the news that she was 
itl. Now she has also disappeared. The news correspondent has informed 
that Tusharkanti himself doesn’t know anything about it. Wicked people 
guess some mystery behind the incident. We want to remind the readers 
that some days back it was proposed to make efforts for building up 
institutions like the Home for the Destitute and the Home for the 
Sick in other cities of the province. For that Mr Dushmanta and Mrs 
Kshanaprava would go to those places to convince the people about the 
desirability of such institutions. For some reason the proposal was 
postponed. We presume that both have gone together to some place to 
make efforts in this regard. 

—A real worker hates publicity. The citizens of the country are 
not unaware of Mr Dushmanta and Mrs Kshanapravas irrepressible 
enthusiasm, efforts and sacrifice. Let the countrymen wait without 
listening to the words of the vile people. We hope Dushmanta and 
Kshanaprava will succeed in their efforts. — 

The newspaper has also publicized that the work of 
Kshanaprava Bacteriological Laboratory inside the Home for the 
Sick has been completed. The state government has given a grant 
of two lakh rupees for the purchase of apparatus and equipments. 
The Prime Minister will inaugurate this institution. It is a laudable 
endeavour! 

A fortnightly magazine has spread scandals by publishing a 
cartoon — Kshanaprava has been placed on one pan and money 
and jewels on the other pan of a balance. Dushmanta is weighing 


one against the other. 
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HEMANGINI was trying to understand the meaning of 
Dushmanta’s letter. 

He had written: An unknown friend had written to me that one 
doesn’t serve the divine multitude by staying in palatial buildings and 
delivering lectures. It is true that one can earn fame by establishing 
fashionable institutions with money hoarded by one’s father but by that 
one doesn’t serve one’s nation. The real social worker wades through 
marsh and mud, braves sun and rain, storms and hurricanes and works 
to alleviate the suffering of unfortunate souls. 

-Hema, he has revealed a great truth. He has removed the blindfold 
from your brother's eyes. I could not see even though I had eyes. One 
who has no experiences about the outside world, one who has not mingled 
with the masses and lost his identity, cannot be called a servitor or a 
social worker. I am going in search of that unknown friend. He will be 
my guide. 

1 have willed the rest of my ancestral property to Tusharkanti. I 
didn't seek anybody's opinion. Tusharkanti doesn’t need wealth. You are 
my only heiress. I hope you won't object to what I have done. If you 
have objection you may show this letter to Tusharkanti. He will return 
the will. 

-Tusharkanti who represents the deprived, the poor, the sick and 
whose heart is filled with compassion will treat money and gold as 
insignificant. He will move the hearts of the rich with his grief and 
tears and make them give generously. 

-Smt Kshanaprava has dedicated her life to helping the 
handicapped, the sick and the helpless people. For her, her husband's 
orders are more valuable than money and gold. You know your friend 
very well. I treat her not only as my friend’s wife but also as my sister, 
mother and an embodiment of affection. Although she is younger than 
1, I bow to her because of her strong personality. 

I resolved to leave home in order to know the real world. Nobody 
except you has the right to know the reason and purpose of my resolve. 
You are my younger sister, my good sister. 1 didn’t find time to reveal my 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


KANHU CHARAN MOHANTY 325 


innermost feelings either to Tushar or to Kshanaprava. You will explain 
them everything and seek their pardon on my behalf. 

Hemangini’s eyes brimmed with tears. She asked herself 
whether she was responsible for this. Is it the outcome of the request 
she had made to Kshanaprava? But where did Kshanaprava go? Is 
this letter a mere pretension, not an explanation? Is it a smoke 
screen to hide the real intentions? 

Hemangini could not arrive at a decision. 
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THERE are undulating hills all around. Some hills are covered by 
dense forests and some are bare. Fields of A/asi*’ extending from 
top of the bare hill up to the bottom are undulating in the breeze. 
One will be enchanted to see the vast expanse of yellow flowers. 
Clouds gather atop the hills. Several streams flow from them. On 
either side of the streams and on the outskirts of the hamlet there 
are banana plantations and jackfruit groves. On the undulated hilly 
terrain there are green fields of paddy, Mandia and varieties of 
Suan®®, 

The tribal people—the innocent children of God Live here. 
‘They belong to four tribes: Paraja, Gadaba, Jatapu and Enetidora. 
‘They live in rows and clusters of low thatched houses separated 
from one another, at the bottom, on the slopes or on the top of the 
hill. There is a village called Chandaka situated at a distance of six 
miles from Patangi, beyond two or three hills at a height of three 
thousand feet from the sea level. 

At a little distance from the Gadaba colony on the rocky 
land at the bottom of the hill on the bank of a deep, murmuring, 
serpentine stream a new ashram (shelter) has been built up. The 
tricolour is fluttering atop the thatched house. Sitting on the high 
veranda Dushmanta is looking afar. 


A healthy and handsome young man who has built the ashram 
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came to Dushmanta. He is called King Sagar. Five social workers 
are living in that ashram. 

Sagar Bhatara, addressed as King Sagar was, once, known as 
Dhumaketu. He was wearing a shirt made of coarse cloth; he had 
a cap on his head, a staff in his hand and a medicine box on his 
shoulder. 

He asked Dushmanta: ‘What are you looking at?’ 

Dushmanta replied: ‘I am looking at a heavenly sight. I see 
the children of God who have come down to earth from Heaven, 
Sagarbabu. I don't find any beast at this place! 

Sagar said: ‘All of them appear like human beings. They have 
hands and legs. They can speak and discriminate between good 
and bad. They laugh, cry, sing, dance, beat drums, wear clothes to 
cover their shame, wear strings of glass beads of various colours 
around the neck, pendants on their ears and tuck flowers on their 
head to make themselves attractive. They earn their livelihood by 
cultivating land, digging out wild roots from the earth, catching 
mice and zamenis mucosus®?, climbing trees to catch tree ants by 
breaking their nests and to pluck fruits. They worship gods and 
goddess for their own good, get married, live in society, love their 
mothers, brothers, friends and relatives, pay respect to guests and 
entertain them.’ 

Dushmanta asked: ‘Why did you call them beasts?’ 

With a smile on his face Sagarbabu said: ‘You will understand 
it gradually. Although they have all human qualities they have not 
yet risen to the level of the modern man. Liquor, inedible food, 
anger, lack of education, dirtiness, idleness, cowardice, foolishness, 
lack of foresight, superstitions and blind beliefs have converted 
this heaven on earth into hell and have made man inferior to a 
beast.’ 

‘The so-called civilized world or those people whom you 
presume to be civilized are not free from these faults. What do 
you think of them?’ 

‘I think them to be uncivilized.’ 

‘Then what is the difference? 

These people are different from them because of their 
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helplessness. If we can treat them as our own kith and kin they 
will open their hearts to us and gradually we can reform them. 
Come forward; hold this box of homeopathy medicine. The key 
to make friends with them is there inside this box. Today we will 
travel a long distance and go to a place across two hills.’ 

Dushmanta rose. The sun was peeping through the clouds 
over the hill. It was already nine o'clock in the morning. 
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NIHARIKA reads Kshanaprava’s harsh letter time and again. Tears 
flow freely down her cheeks. A storm of grief brews in her heart. 

—Nira, how long would 1 have survived being engulfed in the 
sea of suspicion? All the criticism, scandals and calumnies of the world 
used to appear as jokes to me. Of course, at times, 1 was angry and sulky 
but I used to laugh those away. 1 followed the ideal which your brother 
is pursuing. Being inspired by him I forgot myself and worked to live 
up to his expectations. Several incidents happened. You are still a child. 
How would you know those incidents and understand their significance? 

Before you could distinguish between good and bad, before the 
shadow cast by your hazy thoughts disappeared from your mind, you 
tried to understand the matter. You regarded your lingering suspicion 
about your sister-in-laws character as true. Tell me, who else can believe 
me? I was thinking of revealing the truth to you but I changed my 
mind. The fact that you have suspected me has hurt me terribly. Nira, 
you are the object of my affection and my dearest love. Can I give an 
explanation to you? 

-Your brother for whose sake I was imprisoned in a palatial 
building, bearing the burden of another's family and doing the duties of 
a maid servant, placed me in the position of a friend, bowed before me 
and alienated me from him. How could 1 stay in Dushmantababu’s 
house after being alienated from my husband? Your brother's helplessness 
is at the core of his ideal. Dushmantababu, a rich man’s son is his support. 
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Being alienated from him why should I shoulder the responsibility of 
Dushmanta’s house and be ridiculed further? 

-That is why I have made this resolve. 

-The day the feeling of being helpless disappears : from your brother's 
mind, the day he comes down onto the road from the palatial building 
being free from dependence on his friend and searches for me standing 
on the roadside, I will comeback. I'll lead him on the way by holding his 
hand. Although he has alienated me, I am still his wife and your sister- 
in-law. I will never fail to do my duty. 

Every time she reads the letter her face is flooded with tears. 
She rebukes herself. She feels like running to her brother and 
reading the letter before him and asking- 

What would she ask him? 

Would she ask him where did brother Dushmanta go? 

She ponders over the questions while staring at the letter. 
The letter shakes in her hand. 
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THE full moon day of the month of Kartik’ was nearing. At 
dawn the women and girls of village Bijipur are taking a holy dip 
in the big pond. The water of the pond is ice-cold. The weather is 
also cold. Their bodies from top to bottom are shivering like palm 
leaves and teeth clattering against one another. They are full of 
laughter, fun and frolic. The women and the girls are entering into 
water by holding one another’s hands. The pond with dark cold 
water has stretched so far that one cannot see on all sides. Aquatic 
plants such as lily, lotus or Kalamba®! are not visible in the pond. 
The water is clean and pure. The fading stars of the sky at dawn 
are looking at their reflection on the dark water resembling the 
colour of black bumblebees. The pond is surrounded by deep low 
lands, the unending paddy fields. Paddy plants in the green fields 


are bowed down with the weight of ears of corn. 
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Kshanaprava and the women and the girls of the village were 
splashing water over one another just for the fun of it. She dipped 
her head suddenly into the water and then came out of the pond. 
No more she felt cold. Luke warm vapours came out of her body. 
She felt all the sins of her body and all the dirt of her mind had 
been washed away and she had become clean and pure with one 
dip. T he passion that had stirred her blood also cooled down. Being 
purged of the sins her soul became pure, magnanimous and calm 
just like this enormous pond, like the clear infinite sky overhead. 
Her pride was humbled. She bowed with humility like the paddy 
plants in the green, quiet and boundless paddy fields bowing down 
their heads under the weight of ears of corn. 

She is not the daughter of a king. The status of a princess is 
beyond her dreams. She is a girl of this village. All the girls of the 
village are her companions and she is also the companion of all. 
At the touch of the magic wand of equality of modern man all the 
girls and women of the village have become living images of the 
princess. Like paddy plants loaded with ears of corn bending down 
for mutual support they also bow down for mutual support and to 
share the burden of their worries. United by love and affection, all 
of them look beautiful like the sea of intertwined paddy plants in 
the deep low lands of Bijipur. 

People of all castes live in this village. Here all the castes are 
high, no caste is low. People are surprised to hear that a man may 
be polluted by touching another man. Taken aback, Jema looks at 
Gayatri’s face. She asks: ‘What is untouchability, sister Gayatri? Is 
it a boil or a kind of fever? 

She doesn’t get the answer. 

They have heard that some time back people married within 
their own caste because caste distinction was prevailing in society 
at that time. Nobody married a person of a caste lower than his 
own. Gayatri asks Jema: ‘Do you know how one caste is superior 
to the other? Is it superior by virtue of its colour or by its height?’ 

All of them roar with laughter. Sevati who is flabby and 
bright as a champak flower and who happens to be the daughter 


of a Pana and daughter-in-law of a carpenter grasped Prava’s 
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hand. Rubbing her back with a towel she said: ‘How lean and 
thin you look! If one lives in a palatial building in a big city, if 
one eats good food and wears fine clothes, does one become lean 
and thin, Prava” 

Prava said: ‘Yes, my sister. One can get everything there except 
this affection, and the affectionate touch of sisters and sisters-in- 
law.’ 

Changing her clothes, slim and fair Pratima, the daughter of 
a weaver and the daughter-in-law of a Karan” said: ‘Hurry up, 
don't you feel cold? Hey, Prava, tell me how much one enjoys taking 
cold, stale, watered rice along with the cold gruel made of sour rice 
water and radish at cold daybreak. Do you get such things in your 
big city? 

Climbing to the bank of the pond Prava said: ‘Such things 
are not available, nua. These are invaluable. These are superior to 
khir® and pur?*. Today I will dip my hand in your bowl of boiled 
watered rice (I will dine with you at your place).’ 

‘Can I really be so fortunate? 

‘It is my good fortune, nuau. When I had left this village I 
didn't have any mother, aunt, sister or sister-in-law. Now it appears 
like a dream that so many mothers, aunts, sisters and sisters-in- 
law have come down to the earth from heaven. Will you treat me 
as a stranger? 

Raising her eyebrows, Subarnalata, the daughter of a milkman 
and the daughter-in-law of a Khandayat’® began to speak: ‘Sister 
Pratima is a very good talker. Sister Prava, did you forget that today 
is the birth day of my son? My mother had invited all of you 
yesterday. Won't you bless my son today on his birthday by 
sprinkling sun dried rice, leaves and flowers on his head and by 
waving lights? Today we will enjoy the taste of Budhachakul®®, 
Chhunchipatara”’ and Chhenakakara’®. Today all of us shall eat 
together. I tell you I will put you under oath to dine out in our 
house.’ 

Shyamali, the daughter of a potter and the daughter-in-law 
of a Brahmin is quick-witted. She has memorized all the Puranas. 
Appreciating her qualities and ignoring her dark complexion Mr 
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Acharya has chosen her as a daughter-in-law for his family. 
Smiling slightly she said: ‘Now I have no occasion to invite you. 
Next year, on this day, the ceremony of the 21* day of my son’s 
birth will be observed. I invite you in advance to attend the 
ceremony.’ 

All of them burst out laughing. Shymali always makes a joke 
about herself. Her words evoke roars of laughter. 

Champabati, the unmarried and beautiful daughter of the 
gardener said: ‘We don't know if we will live so long to attend the 
ceremony, sister Shymali! Your bother builds earthen images of 
gods and goddesses and your husband infuses life into them by 
chanting sacred mantras. Why don't you produce a son quickly 
and observe the ceremony of the 21* day of his birth early? Who 
will wait so long controlling the lure of the palate?’ 

Shymali urged them: ‘Don't delay so much. Come quick. O 
Champabati, you old gossip! Hurry up. Give me some flowers. My 
brother-in-law will worship God with those flowers for the 
fulfillment of his desire. That chap is always thinking of you. He 
is moving around me like a pet cat, staring vacantly and humming 
songs tucking a champak flower on his ear. Today you carry a flower 
garland with you. My old father-in-law has given his consent to 
the proposed marriage. Today I will announce your engagement. 
The marriage ceremony will be held on the day of Badaosha’?. 1 
invite all the persons present here to attend the marriage ceremony. 
All of you listen to me.’ 

Feeling weepy Champa held Prava’s hand. Hiding her face 
behind Prava’s back she said: ‘Sister Prava, see how she is teasing 
me. 

Dragging her to the front and looking at her rotund face and 
tearful eyes Prava said: ‘That Shyamali is very mischievous. All are 
fond of tucking the champak flower that has blossomed in the 
gardener’s house on their heads. Has Mr. Acharya’s son got horns 
on his head?’ 

‘How benevolent you are! | 

Getting very angry Champabati moved ahead. Other girls 


and women walked behind her in a line. 
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The day was breaking. Mist was spreading from afar. In her 
mind’s eye Kshanaprava saw Niharika, her sister-in-law and the 
object of her affection. She was standing with a tearful face. Two 
tears were rolling down her cheeks. She was trying to lead her 
brother on the way by holding his hand. 

Where is she? 

Kshanaprava looked around. All her thoughts disappeared 
behind the cloud of tears. 

She moved ahead. 
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BADAOSHA will be observed today. 

The cold has become less severe. It is 10 a.m. The sunlight is 
soft and pleasing. Kshanaprava came to the room on this side. 
Parashuram was going out. He stopped when he saw his daughter. 
He saw in front of him the new born calf of his black milch cow 
sucking milk through the teats of its mother. Closing her eyes the 
cow was licking its soft body. The white bitch was lying in the sun 
looking upward by the side of the veranda. Five new born pups of 
different colours, beautiful, bright and cute were sucking milk from 
its udder. 

Kshanaprava also gazed at them. Then she called: ‘Father! 

With an affectionate smile Parashuram looked at her and 
asked: ‘What do you want to say, my daughter? 

Parashuram gazed at her darling daughter. With much care 
an elder sister has combed her hair and twisted the same into a 
chignon. She has decorated the chignon with a garland of flowers. 
A sister-in-law has put on thin lines of collyrium on her eyes, a 
line of vermilion on her head and a round vermilion mark on her 
forehead. Some other sister has decorated her feet with red lac- 
dye. 

Prava called him fondly: ‘Father!’ 
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Parashuram responded in a soft and affectionate voice: ‘Tell 
me what you want to say.’ 

‘I shall go and bring my mother here. All the orphaned 
helpless brothers and sisters will come with my mother and stay 
here.’ 

‘Do you mean all the orphaned children? 

‘What harm is there, father, if all the orphans come to stay 
here.’ 

‘You are mad. Bijipur is not the entire world. It cannot take 
the responsibility of so many children.’ 

‘Won't 1 bring my mother? 

‘She won't come to stay with one child resisting the temptation 
of staying with so many children, my daughter? 

‘Father, I will go to bring my mother and my little brothers 
and sisters here.’ 

Parashuram said: ‘It is not good on anybody’s part to go and 
bring somebody. One who comes here on one’s own accord will be 
a member of our family. Whom shall 1 refuse admittance? All are 
mine! 

Parashuram went outside. 

Kshanaprava’s thoughts kept running on two things: 

‘Her mother would be sitting somewhere in a far-off village, 
surrounded by children smiling and playing happily. 

Niharika would be descending the stairs of a distant building 
holding the hand of her blind brother.’ 

She was longing to see them and live with them. She said 
wistfully: ‘I wish they would come here, to this heaven on earth. 
Father has told me that all are his own people. Shedding tears and 
shedding his blood Bapuji had said the same thing.’ 
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Dola is the swinging festival held on the full moon day of Phalgun, 
the eleventh lunar month of the Hindu Calendar, when the images 
of Radha and Krishna are swung in a swing. It is the festival of colours. 
On this day people spray coloured water on one another. 

Nuau: her brother's wife. 

Ghadi: forty five minutes. 

Champak: a fragrant yellow flower. 

Shasthi: The goddess who gives form and shape to children before 
birth. 

Shravan: The fourth lunar month of the Hindu calendar. 
Zamindari: The Indian version of feudalism. 

Pinda: Rice balls. 

Thiapala: singing of religious songs accompanied with music and 
dance. 


. Nachhod Bandha: The obstinate fellow. 

. Hadibandhu: The Friend of the Scavenger. 

. Yamapur: The land of Yama, the god of death. 

. Kuber: The god of wealth. 

« Trikal: The past, the present and the future. 

. Trishakti: Mahalaxmi, Mahasaraswati and Mahakali, the three Hindu 


goddesses representing riches, learning and power respectively. 
Pana: An untouchable in the Hindu caste ridden society. 


. Bada Deula: The Grand Temple. 

. Mandia: A kind of coarse grain. 

. Phaguna: The eleventh month of Hindu Lunar Calendar. 

. Arati: Waving of light before a deity. 

. Nirmalya: Cooked rice offered to Lord Jagannath is dried up and a 
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grain of this dried rice is taken by traditional Hindus to purify their 


hearts. 


. Dolapunei: The full moon day of the lunar month of Falguna on 


which the deities Radha and Krishna are worshipped on a swing. 


. Akadashi: The eleventh day of each fortnight in a lunar month. 
. Harijanma: The birth day of Lord Krishna. 
. Sankranti: The first day of the solar month when sun passes from 


one sign of the Zodiac to another. 


. Dhanwantari: The physician of Heaven. 

. Yogini: One of the ferocious female companions of goddess Durga. 
. Rohi and Bhakuda: Sweet water fishes with scales. 

. Dei: A form of address to an elder sister 

. Piras: Muslim saints 

. Bhadrab: The fifth month of the Hindu Lunar calendar. 

. Khadar cap: Cap made of handspun coarse cloth. 

. Basudev is a mythological character who had carried his newborn 


son, Krishna to Gopa to be brought up by Nanda and Yoshoda 


. Devaraj: Literally the king of gods in the Heaven. 
. Janmashtami: The eighth day of the dark fortnight of the month of 


Bhadrab on which Lord Krishna was born. 


. Baurani: A woman belonging to a low caste. 


. Throwing brinjals to the bonfire on the fullmoon day of Magha: A 


ritual observed on the full moon of Magha, the 10® month in Hindu 
lunar calendar to bid goodbye to cold. 


- The terrible famine that had occurred in 1866-67, the ninth year of 


reign of Divyasingh Dev, the Gajapati King of Puri. 


« Literally a ball-shaped sweetmeat supposed to be prepared at Delhi, 


metaphorically a fine looking but worthless thing. 


. Mahalaya: The new moon day of the lunar month of Aswina meant 


for making oblations to the ancestors. 


. Laxmi: The Hindu goddess of good fortune, prosperity, beauty and 


wealth. 


. Karna, the liberal giver. He was a ruler who was extremely generous 


in giving help. 


. Aswina: The sixth month in the Hindu lunar calendar. 
. Menaka: The celestial damsel. 
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Ashinas: Months of Aswina. 

Shravan: The fourth month in the Hindu lunar calendar and the 
second month of the rainy season when rain falls down incessantly. 
Alasi: A plant with yellowish flowers cultivated for oil seeds. 

Suan: A kind of wild corn. 

zamenis mucosus: A non-poisonous snake. 

Kartik: The seventh lunar month in Hindu lunar calendar. 
Kalamba: An edible water plant. 

Karan: One who belongs to the writer caste. 

Khiri: Gruel of milk, boiled rice and spices. 

Puri: A small round crisp cake fried in oil or clarified butter. 
Khandayat: A warrior caste in Orissa. 

Budhachakuli: A kind of round and flat cake. 

Chhunchipatara: A kind of thin cake. 

Chhenakakara: a kind of pastry cake. 

Badaosha: Fast held in honour of Lord Shiva on the 14*® day of the 
bright half of the lunar month of Kartik. 
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The Storm, English translation of the celebrated Oriya novel 
Jhanjha (first published in 1949), is a perfect blend of psychological 
drama and social realism with both impinging upon each other 
and creating a tension in the narrative. Kshanaprava, the female 
protagonist around whom the story revolves, is a symbol of 
emancipation as well as a victim of male chauvinism and through 
a very subtle, complex and various narrative devices like monologues, 
descriptions, playing out of psychological dilemmas, the novelist is 
able to lay bare not so sublime intentions of her two suitors, her 
blind husband Tusharkanti and her ex-lover, Dushmanta, who are 
themselves fine studies in human psychology. But the novel is more 
than the unique triangular relationship of the three main characters; 
it also brings into sharp focus the hypocrisy and the condescending 
attitude with which public service and the plight of the poor and 
marginalized is undertaken by some. 


Kanhu Charan Mohanty (1906-1994), one of the most popular 
and celebrated novelists of Odhisa, who came to light with his 
novel Fa Anna in 1935, is credited for creating a large readership 
for the genre of modern novel in Odhisa. A prolific writer who 
produced nearly 60 novels during the course of his long literary 
career, Mohanty has been an illustrious writer of such epoch- 
making novels as Sasti, Jhanj/a, Ka etc, and is known for portraying 
social realism, man-woman relationship with sensitive treatment 
of the plight of women in the society. 


Dr. Bijay Kumar Nanda is Reader and Head, Department of 
English, Government College, Angul. Author of many literary 
studies, he is also an accomplished translator. 
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